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61 
Art of Opinion 

 

Larry Johnson Ringing a Bell for Peace at Macalester Church in Minneapolis 

 turned 61 in 2007. That summer, I took a 61-mile hike. To train, I 
walked 17 miles 3 times, from my home, in all cases to some 
symbolic event taking place at the Capitol in St. Paul. Besides 

training, the 17 mile hikes served as a kind of test to make sure I hadn’t 
committed to something foolish when I promised to walk 61 miles. On 
Memorial Day, I was on the phone with my grandson Tyler, reminding 
him about the upcoming hike and why I was walking this day. Suddenly he 
asked, “When is that hike again?”  
 “August 9,” I replied.  
 “I’m going to see if I can get off work and walk with you,” Tyler said.  
 I could hear it in his voice. 
Joining me on the hike was a done 
deal, which was wonderful 
because in 2007, Tyler was the 
same age I was back in 1961. 

I 

Conscientious Objector, Larry 
Johnson, was drafted during the 

Vietnam War and served as medic in 
Germany. A retired media arts teacher 
in Minneapolis, he is past president of 

Chapter 27 Veterans for Peace. 

“Those of us 
who were 
conscientious 
objectors peeled 
potatoes for the 
mess hall to feed 
the others who 
went out to learn 
to shoot.” 
Larry Johnson 
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We also walked for Tyler’s uncle, 
whose name is on the Vietnam Wall, 
while I – my college degree and my 
draft notice arrived together in the mail 
– came back to live out my life. 
 In June, I walked to a massive 
World War II commemoration, spread 
all over the Capitol grounds. As I 
wandered the displays, I ran into a 
young woman I knew from local 
politics, someone who also knew my 
long history of teaching environmental 
concern and starting children’s gardens.  
  “I’m here with my grandma,” she 
said. “We’re remembering my grandpa. 
He died, but he was in World War II.” 
There was a pause. I said something, 
but don’t remember what. “You should 
check out the C-rations tent over 
there”, she said.  
 “You’d appreciate this. My grandpa 
was stationed in the South Pacific, and 
they got tired of C-rations. They 
wanted fresh grown food, but all the 
soil was just sandy beaches. Someone 
got the idea to organize and get 
everyone they knew back home to mail 
them boxes of good soil, which they 
did till they had enough to mix in a spot 
on the beach where they could grow 
their own food .” I appreciated it a lot. 
I had a garden behind the Gasthaus, 
across the highway from the base 
where I served as a medic. I also 
remember the anticipation of mail call. 
Putting them together is one of the best 
war stories I’ve heard.  
 On July 4, walking thru 
Minneapolis on the way to the 
celebration in St. Paul, I crossed the 
small bridge over 35W freeway, just 
before 35W itself becomes a bridge 
across the Mississippi. At the base of 
that bridge, a profusion of flowers 

reminded me of white poppies. The 
rest of my day blurred till I could get 
home and review the famous poem, “In 
Flanders Fields”, written by Major John 
McCrae, a World War I military 
surgeon, at the end of a horrendous 
seventeen day stretch of tending to the 
wounded and dying: 

   In Flanders Fields the poppies blow 
between the crosses row on row . . . 
   We are the Dead. Short days ago we 
lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow, 
   Loved and were loved, but now we lie in 
Flanders Fields . . . 

 One month later, just a week before 
the 61 mile hike, the 35W Bridge 
collapsed during rush hour. Many 
believe 35W fell because for too long 
we were more focused on blowing up 
bridges overseas than on building or 
maintaining them back home.  

 Where have all the flowers gone?  
 Gone to graveyards everyone.  
 When will we ever learn?  
 When will we ever learn? 

* 
 In 1961, as a junior high school 
athlete, I did the 50 mile hike being 
promoted back then as a fitness effort 
by President John F. Kennedy. In 1996, 
when I turned 50, I intended to repeat 
the feat to promote re-election for our 
Senator Paul Wellstone, but I was 
instead fighting for my life, after 
prolonged exposure to mold and other 
toxins in a school building tended by 
people treating teachers and children in 
the manner of Vietnam Veterans 
exposed to Agent Orange.  
 So, on August 9, 2007 at 6:10 a.m., 
Tyler and I boarded bus 61 in 
downtown Minneapolis, right at the 
corner where the light rail takes you out 
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to the Mall of America, where the 
Minnesota Twins started playing at 
Metropolitan Stadium in 1961, and 
from where I left on the 50 mile hike. 
We took the 61 to Highway 61 and 
headed north on the famous road that 
follows the Mississippi from northern 
Minnesota to the Gulf of Mexico. At 
6:10 that evening we brought together 
members of Veterans for Peace and the 
Lindstrom VFW for a ceremony at the 
Veterans Memorial in Lindstrom, 
Minnesota. My grandfather and uncle, 
both veterans, are buried in Lindstrom, 
as is my father, who died at age 61. The 
next morning we left again at 6:10 a.m., 
crossing the bridge into Wisconsin, 
then heading south to Osceola, where 
we crossed again into Minnesota where 
we eventually crossed the Lake Street 
Peace Bridge for a 6:10 Ceremony of 
Peace at the Midtown Market, 
reflecting cultures from around the 
world.  

* 
 When I was in grade school, my 
grandfather, a World War I veteran and 
the most safety conscious person ever, 
gave me a pocketknife. He taught me to 
keep it sharp and use it safely as a tool, 
for whittling, cleaning fish, cutting 
rope, and more. When I was in junior 
high, my dad gave me a Boy Scout 
knife, which added a can opener, bottle 
opener, and screw driver to the little 
pocket toolbox. It served me well, 
especially when I ran trip camps for 
several years before I got drafted. 
When I got to processing at Fort Knox, 
the military took my dad’s gift away 
from me, saying it was a dangerous 
weapon. The next day, those of us who 
were conscientious objectors, peeled 
potatoes for the mess hall to feed the 
others who went out to learn to shoot, 

many of them blustering, “I can’t wait 
to get out there a kill a gook.”  
 I served as a medic in Germany. I 
visited a German hardware store 
window off-and-on for about six 
months trying to decide whether I 
could justify spending $10 for a Swiss 
Army Knife, which improved on the 
Boy Scout knife by being bright red, 
with a cross insignia, and adding a small 
saw blade, scissors, tweezers, toothpick, 
corkscrew, and more. It was a 
wonderful tool for the years I ran 
camps when I came back, and I also 
made up serial stories where the 
campers would be rescued from 
precarious situations by the appearance 
of “The Flying Meatball, with his 
wonderful, marvelous Swiss Army 
Knife, with a blade to fix everything”. I 
don’t remember exactly when, but there 
came a time when I had to discontinue 
my long practice of always carrying a 
pocketknife, because they became 
defined as dangerous weapons in 
schools and other places I frequented 
to tell stories and work with young 
people. It was frustrating to often be 
without a needed tool, so I sometimes 
took it, in my suitcase, on trips when 
we drove. Early after the events of 
September 11, 2001, when hijacked 
planes crashed into the World Trade 
Center and other buildings, I forgot to 
remove the knife from my suitcase 
before we flew, and the airline security 
people got my knife.  
 When I quit teaching storytelling 
and video in the Minneapolis schools in 
2006, because just about everything 
except passing tests had become a 
threat to our security, I did a lot of 
short term project work for a while, 
and had to have 6 or 7 background 
checks the first year, every time I 
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switched places. At one point early on I 
said, “I just had this done. Can’t they be 
shared?” The reply was, “Don’t worry. 
You don’t have to pay for it.” I said, “I 
know, but you do”, knowing I was 
talking to the same kind of low budget 
nonprofit operation I had worked for 
much of my life. I did a little checking 
and found that much of the 
employment background checking was 
being done by subsidiaries of the bit 
security companies, profiting 
immensely in our growing war efforts, 
often with no-bid contracts. In this 
moment I’m struck, actually intensely 
ill, by the fact that we’ve been 
confiscating pocketknives for years, 
amping up security on mostly benign 
civilians, but no matter how many 
people get shot in schools or other 
public places, we have political 
difficulty seeing the difficulty in doing 
even a background check on people 
buying guns.  
 My grandfather, who gave me the 
pocketknife, was a hunter, and they 
kept a toy rifle for us to play with. It 
was under the bench at the breakfast 
table cove, and we had to ask for it. 
One time, I did what children, trained 
by culture and media, too often do with 
guns. I pointed it at my grandfather and 
shouted, “Bang!” 
 With a stern, but still loving look, 
he took the gun away from me.  
 “Don’t you ever point any gun at 
another person,” he said. “You only 
point a gun at an animal if you intend 
to kill it, and then you eat what you 
kill.” In 1995, we visited my Swedish 
relatives for the first time. One of 
them, a farmer and hunter, said, “I 
don’t get how you do guns in America. 
I would pay huge fines if I were caught 
with my hunting rifles loaded and not 

locked up. I hunt for a lot of our food, 
but I am required to be very careful 
about it.   
 I don’t get how we do guns, or 
pocket knives, in America either. 

* 
 One of the things lodged in my 
body is the emotion, standing on the 
field, late February 1971, at graduation 
from medic training. My closest army 
friend, John, and I, wanted the same 
assignment. Both of us conscientiously 
opposed to taking life, had helped each 
other through, both in the training 
itself, and our weekend pass trips to the 
folk music clubs by the canal in San 
Antonio. We were truly ready for 
anything, but secretly hoped they 
weren’t sending us to Vietnam. 
 After the congratulatory statements 
about making it through this important 
training, they said, “Half of you are 
going to Korea. You’ll be there for the 
remainder of your duty. The rest of you 
are going to Germany. You’ll be there 3 
months and then shipping out to 
Nam.” John’s name came up, Korea, 
and then mine, Germany. I was going 
to Vietnam. My friend John wasn’t. We 
went home, and I made the decision to 
spend money we didn’t have to bring 
my wife and baby daughter to Germany 
for 3 months, the underlying emotion 
being, “What if this is the last time I’ll 
ever see them?” Then after working in 
the clinic in Germany a few months, I 
got a package from John, a boomerang, 
and a letter. He was in Australia, on 
R&R, heading for Vietnam. I stayed in 
Germany, frequently with some allusion 
we were going to Southeast Asia, but it 
never happened. 
  John and I saw each other a few 
times when we got back in 1972, and 
then life got intense, just trying to find 
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work, and a way back into the world. 
We lost touch. I tried a number of 
times to find him. We were both from 
Minneapolis, but didn’t meet till basic 
training in San Antonio. I called 
everyone in the area with the same last 
name, but got nowhere. No one knew 
him, or my worst fear, something had 
happened, and they didn’t want to talk 
about it. After the 61 Mile Hike in 
2007, I tried once more, this time using 
the new tool, the internet. John’s medic 
training inspired him to become a 
doctor, and he’d ended up on the west 
coast. He had tried a number of times 
to find me, but wading thru the number 
of Larry Johnson’s in the Minneapolis 
phone book was being back in the 
Jungle. 
 When we did finally connect, we 
were on the phone for two hours. We 
were over 60, and it was like picking up 
exactly where we left off back in San 
Antonio.  
 I’ll never forget, he said, “The first 
time we faced enemy fire, I was scared. 
All I had was my medic bag. Then 
suddenly, all the guys in my unit were 
standing in a circle around me, weapons 
in the air. I realized they knew if 
something happened to me, there was 
no one to take care of them.”   
 Something he told me: “There was 
another medic, in our unit. He and I 
got to be close friends, like me and you 
were. One time, he asked to trade duty 
with me. The commanding officer Ok’d 
it, and so this guy went out on a 

mission I was supposed to be on. No 
one on that mission came back.” 
 
Note: these essays were selected from a work-
in-progress: 61 essays looking back over the 
past five decades. 
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The time has come to clarify. 
Emilio DeGrazia 

 
 
 

Spring Cleaning 
 
The time has come to clarify: Toss out 
The old bikes in the garage, the hose with the hole, 
The old hats and shoes, fish tank, stale paint, 
Attic stuff, cracked violin, boxfuls of loose thoughts 
On paper scraps, First Communion and wedding suits, 
And, if he dares, the browned photos 
Of unremembered faces and names. 
 
It’s time to ask earth what he owes 
For freeloading here, his paying no rent 
To the lordly valleys deserts forests seas 
Or for Grand Canyon spacious skies once beautiful 
Now landfilled by the messes he makes. 
 
The time has come to clarify what gift 
He has to give back from this body 
Exuding odors, phew! 
 
So it may rise again, perhaps 
 
Suspended in a naked tree 
Alone and beautiful on a frozen plain 
Where rainbows shimmer  
Off the wings of the blackest birds 
When they loft themselves into winds 
Whistling weird music through white bones. 
 

  

Emilio DeGrazia, the author of 
numerous works of poetry and fiction, 

retired from teaching writing at Winona 
State University in 2010. He lives in and 

is poet laureate of Winona, MN. 
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Outsourcing 
 
When I open the windows the curtains blow in 
The bloated windsails of clipper ships 
Loaded with imports from India. 
 
In Detroit diesel incense sticks to the silences 
Of the unemployed wheeling their koans 
Into another stalled sea of headlight stares. 
 
In the city streets of reason’s early paradise lost men 
Abandon their mothers and wives to the labor 
Of sight-seeing for lost children from front porch stoops, 
 
While the ghost of musk and perfumed winds 
Exhaled by budding bibles reveal a little leg 
To shadows inside half-opened doors. 
 
Windows see nothing and know enough 
To look the other way when hawks sell 
Used souls at gunpoint in alleyways, 
 
While priests of profit in wineglass suites 
Ring in the Wall Street closing bell nuptials 
For the marriage contract of continents. 
 
In Delhi diesel incense sticks to the silences 
Of the unemployed wheeling their koans 
Into another stalled sea of headlight stares, 
 
So we’re networked now, webbed and chained 
As we spiral away in our bi-polar truth: Only connect. 
The new passage to India is here. 
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Wash and Rinse Cycles 
 
1. 
When the black washer mama in her white dress 
Lugs her boss-man’s dirty laundry to Bahamian sands, 
The load weighs on her mind, her stack of bills 
Stained with the sweat of a mama’s years. 
 
She’s left her own pile of underwear and sheets 
With children at home alone feasting on thumbs. 
All day she does the boss-man’s work on the beach, 
His bloody millions rinsed in white-capped waves 
 
That wash the hum of her church-hymns away 
Into the slick undertow of azure seas. 
 
 
2. 
In the men’s room where Johnny Bontemps isn’t 
Washed in the blood again, his hands never come clean  
Down below where he wipes himself dry as a bone. 
There he keeps listening for altar calls 
 
In the heavy organ whisperings that never, 
Never, like girls in the choir, smile at his pink smirk. 
When his sin is so stuck it can’t go up or down 
What do girls know about being born again, 
 
How suddenly he is again a baby boy, abandoned 
On the beach, with ripples of waves backsliding him 
From shallows to the bellies of seas so smooth  
His sin just floats, and doesn’t matter at all. 
 
 
3. 
When Sammy Joe has too much garbage on his plate 
He lets his sleepless night run down the drain. 
There legs get stupid in a traffic jam 
For trying to walk on water in a four-door sedan. 
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He waits for rain to wash the street dust away, 
For condoms and dead leaves to descend into hell 
And on the third day to rise again 
Above the vapors genies in smokestacks exhale. 
 
4. 
When Charlie’s waters broke in a midnight stream 
He knew the time had come for a naked swim. 
He closed his eyes because he wanted to feel 
The river flowing like hair through him. 
 
The water was fragrant when he took his plunge, 
Clean as mother’s tepid moon-lit milk 
That shimmered him like a brilliant fish, 
With algae trailing him like a long dress. 
 
He stroked and stroked to free himself of drag 
And finally surrendered to a siren song. 
He then held his breath and breathed river in. 
I am, he said, and the river also just is. 
 
The journey was silky and moist, with fragrances 
That had neither name nor source, and when he awoke 
He stood in front of a mirror, alone and clean, 
Gazing at the beautiful curls of a girl, reborn. 
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What Do 12 Little Trolls Eat? 
Rose Arrowsmith DeCoux 
 

 
 

ne evening the twelve little trolls were hungry, but Mother Troll 
was nowhere in sight. 
“What shall we eat?” they asked each other. 

 “Don’t worry,” said the oldest troll child. “I know what trolls eat.” 
She looked around and saw a pile of rocks. “There! That’s what trolls eat!”  
The twelve little trolls rushed over, stuffed their mouths full of rocks and 
crunched. 
 “Yow! Ow! Pthoo!” They spat them out. 
 “Never mind,” said the oldest troll, holding her jaw. “Trolls do not eat 
rocks.” 
 She looked around and saw a pile of sticks. 
 “That’s it— trolls eat sticks!” 
 The twelve little trolls rushed over and crammed their mouths full of 
sticks and twigs. 
 “Crunch, munch, murfl — pthoo!” They spat them back out. 
 “Trolls do not eat 
sticks,” said the eldest 
troll child. 

O  

Rose Arrowsmith DeCoux is a storyteller, mime 
and stilt-walker. She runs Art House B&B on 

Lake Superior. 
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They rubbed their tummies.  
 She saw a mound of fresh earth dug 
up by a badger. 
 “I know!” she said. “Trolls eat 
dirt!” 
 The twelve little trolls rushed over 
and dove into the pile. 
 “Garble— murble— murf— 
pthoo!” 
 “Yuck!” said the oldest troll child. 
“Trolls do not eat dirt!” 
 Now the twelve little trolls were 
black as earth. They had dirt in their 
ears and eyes, their teeth hurt from the 
rocks, and their tummies hurt from the 
sticks. The twelve little trolls sat down 
and cried. 
 All at once, Mother Troll appeared. 
“What are you wailing about?” she 
asked. 
 “We’re hungry!” cried the twelve 
little trolls and only howled louder. 
 Mother Troll looked around and 
saw the rocks, the sticks and the pile of 
dirt. She shook her head and stroked 
her little trolls’ ears. 
 “Silly little trolls. Don’t you know 
what you eat? In the fall you eat 
orangey leaves and crisp red apples. In 
winter you eat icicles made of starlight, 
and frosted snow pies. In spring you eat 
fuzzy pussy willows and new fern 
shoots. And in summer— on a summer 
night like this—” she pulled out her 
basket, “you eat wild flowers soaked in 
moonlight and blueberries as dark as 
the sky.” 
 Then the twelve little trolls dried 
their tears. They ate their wild flowers 
and blueberries and drank from the 
silvery mountain stream until their 
bellies were full. 

  “Silly little trolls,” said Mother 
Troll. And the twelve little trolls ran off 
to play until morning.

May Releases 
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Forty-seven years cold 

J.P. Johnson 
 
 

 
 
 
 

hat late morning was unseasonably pleasant for the 3rd of August in 
Minnesota, as the sun arced toward its apex on that cloudless day. 
From her home, on Chalmers Road and Oak Place, she walked 

three blocks north on Chalmers to Eighth Avenue. A neighbor waved and 
shouted, “Hi.” Seventeen year-old Barbara Lynn Baker returned the wave 
and continued walking west on Eighth. Barbara passed her high school, 
Columbia Hills Senior High, on her way to visit a friend, Kathy 
Thompson, who lived on Fillmore Street. It was exactly one mile from her 
house to her friend’s. She and her parents were planning to go on vacation 
later that afternoon. She assured them that 
she would be home in time and that it was a 
nice enough day to walk back home.

T 

J.P. Johnson is a realtor. 
He lives in Minneapolis. 
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 Her parents began to worry when 
late morning turned to afternoon and 
afternoon turned to early evening, 
Barbara failed to return home. They 
called the Thompson house and Kathy 
told them she had left a long time ago; 
about one o’clock. 
 On that Thursday evening at 6:00 
p.m., her parents phoned the Columbia 
Hills police to report their daughter 
missing and left a description. Their 
worry increased to near panic. 
 A barely traceable rain fell during 
the night. 
 Friday, August 4th at 10:40 a.m., the 
police department in the neighboring 
city of Freemont, received a phone call, 
an anonymous tip from a man between 
18 and 35 who evidently was trying to 
disguise his voice. “You have a body in 
Freemont.” The caller gave detailed 
instructions as to its exact location.  
 Chief Ed McCullum, Inspector Don 
Willard and Sergeant Herb Vollner, 
began a short search along a winding 
road in a wooded area, commonly 
referred to as a “lovers’ lane.” There, 
they found a girl’s body, nude from the 
waist down, wearing only a white t-shirt, 
throat cut and stabbed four times in the 
abdomen. There were no bruises on the 
victim, but there were slash wounds on 
her back and arms. She lay, in full rigor, 
on her right side, with her left leg bent 
at a forty-five degree angle. Her head 
rested in a dark pool of thickened 
blood. 
 On August 9th, the Columbia Hills 
Observer, a local weekly newspaper, ran a 
48-point headline on the front page: 
BRUTAL MURDER OF LOCAL GIRL 

DISCOVERED IN LOVERS LANE 
 Her shorts and underwear had been 
removed, leading investigators to 
speculate whether or not she’d been 

sexually assaulted. The Andrews County 
crime lab would make that 
determination. Also found at the scene 
was a kitchen butcher knife with an 
eight-inch blade. Both her shorts and 
the knife were found near her body. 
 The “lovers’ lane,” now a heavily 
industrialized area, was in 1967, a 
wooded area north of 19th Avenue and 
east of River Road. 
 Subsequent small newspaper articles 
that August, reported the partial crime 
lab results; there was no presence of 
drugs or alcohol in her body and the 
blood on the knife was Barbara’s. The 
Observer’s last issue in August, regarded 
an interview with a forensic psychiatrist 
who was termed a “profiler.” He 
suggested that the killer may not have 
been a sexual psychopath. 
 Investigators from the Andrews 
County Sheriff’s Office, Freemont P.D. 
and Columbia Hills P.D. began 
questioning her friends, her classmates, 
her teachers and area residents. They 
stated that she was a good girl who 
didn’t seem to have any enemies. Her 
classmates, from her junior year, said 
that although she was popular, she 
wasn’t going steady with any boys. In 
fact, they said, she wasn’t dating anyone. 
Freemont Police Chief McCullum 
stated that they had several leads, but 
had no one in custody. 
 Neighbors living near the crime 
scene didn’t hear any screams or, saw 
the girl enter the woods. 
  Because there were no scuff marks 
on the ground and that she had 
completely bled out where she lay, it 
was apparent that she had been 
murdered where she was found.  
 Freemont police identified the body 
by her Columbia Hills class ring with 
the initials B. B. on it. They notified the 
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Columbia Hills P.D. who in turn, gave a 
matching description of the girl who’d 
been reported missing the day before. 
 The victim of this heinous crime 
was not only Barbara, but her parents 
and her three younger brothers.  
 She was a very attractive brunette, 
popular at school, a good student and at 
17, had already exhibited the self-
assuredness of an adult. She had just 
turned 17 the month before and was 
looking forward to the 1967-’68 school 
year…her senior year. Perhaps she 
planned to continue her involvement in 
extra-curricular activities; helping edit 
the school newspaper, being a member 
of the Girls’ Athletic Association, The 
Political Forum Club and being a 
majorette with the marching band. 
 Monday, August 7th, Barbara’s 
funeral and burial took place at the 
prestigious Elmwood Cemetery in 
South Minneapolis. Her funeral wasn’t 
held at her church and there were two 
large cemeteries closer to the suburb of 
Columbia Hills. This struck many 
people as an odd choice. 

* 
 The “Freedom of Information Act” 
was passed in 1998, leading to dozens 
of inquiries into the 31 year-old cold 
case murder of Barbara Lynn Baker.   
 That same year, the cold case 
became active and was assigned to two 
investigators of the Andrews County 
Criminal Investigations Division. 
Twelve years later, they had retired. 
 CID Capt. Frank Crowley left a 
message for Lt. Cheryl Atkinson and Lt. 
Byron Smith to see him in his office, 
first thing in the morning. 
 The door to Crowley’s office was 
open and the two detectives stood 
nervously in the doorway. Smith’s 6’5” 
frame dwarfed his diminutive partner. 

Without looking up, Crowley said, 
“Come in,” and motioned for them to 
sit down at the two chairs in front of his 
metal desk. On the desk was a brown, 
bulging, accordion file. Crowley pushed 
it toward them and sat back, his eyes 
fixed on the file, then sitting forward, 
finally looked at them. “This, people, is 
the Barbara Lynn Baker murder file. 
Unsolved, but active. Congratulations, 
you’ve been selected to handle it, now,” 
he smirked at their surprised 
expressions, “you folks are the new 
team.” 
 Atkinson spoke, first. “We’ve both 
got big case loads and now this?” 
 “Hey,” Crowley said, “you can take 
care of those first. This case is not a 
priority, but the girl’s mother and 
brothers are still alive and it’s got to 
look like we’re continuing to do 
everything possible to solve it.” 
 “Nothing new since 1967?” Smith 
asked. 
 “That’s right. One time we had 
three solid suspects. One died in Viet 
Nam, the other two in car accidents. 
Nothing there. They were in the wrong 
place at the wrong time. Two died before 
the murder and the other one was out 
of state at the time. We’ve also done a 
lot of DNA, but no matches from 
CODIS.  
 “Then, this guy, Rod Hanson, wrote 
a novel, fictionalizing this case. It 
actually was pretty good. He used to be 
a crime reporter on TV and had 
interviewed one of the original 
investigators, Freemont Inspector 
Willard. Willard allowed Hanson to 
view the case file. You know, for 
background on police procedures.  
 “Now, listen to this. Before Willard 
died, he gave a copy of the file to 
Hanson. I got ahold of Hanson and told 
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him, in no uncertain terms, to bring me 
his copy and that he’s not allowed to 
have it because the case is active.” 
 “Well, did he do that?” Atkinson 
asked, leaning forward in her chair, 
unconsciously causing Crowley to sit 
back. 
 “Yeah, but here’s the thing. Because 
he was so smug and so cheerfully 
willing to hand it over, I thought that 
maybe he’d made another copy. Of 
course, he denied it. When we searched 
his house, we found it. It’s all here; 
pictures and reports. Other stuff, 
gathered at the scene, is in the evidence 
room. Start on this when you have 
time.” 
 Crowley slapped his palms on the 
top of the desk, as if to rise, then sat 
back instead. “It’s all yours, detectives. I 
want to be the first to know if you find 
anything.”  
 Atkinson and Smith walked far 
enough down the hall to be out of 
Crowley’s eavesdropping range. Smith 
leaned his shoulder against the wall and 
slid down to match Atkinson’s eye level. 
He held the file in the crook of his 
other arm like a football. Atkinson 
faced him, arms akimbo. 
 “Do you want to get started on this 
now, Cheryl? Or, later.” 
 “I’d rather get laid by my ex than 
work on this case.” 
 Smith looked at her with a feigned 
expression of disdain. “I mean we’ve 
never worked together, so I don’t know. 
Twice a week, maybe?” 
 “Too often, Byron. More like once 
a month. I propose the last Sunday of 
the month.” 
 Byron laughed, turned his back to 
the wall and slid upward straightening 
his posture. “Well, Crowley said that it 
wasn’t a priority and we both have 

other things to do.” 
 “Tell me about it. When I first came 
to CID, the Barbara Baker case is all 
anybody talked about. That lasted for 
only a few months, now, it’s suddenly 
important again. I have to admit that all 
the previous cases I’ve worked were 
easy. In comparison, this one looks 
impossible.” 
 “I heard that the previous detectives 
were deluged with gangs of amateur 
sleuths as well as a few psychics. That’s 
why the case was reactivated to stop 
that crap. Then, people started saying 
that it was a cover-up.” 
 “Byron, forget that cover-up stuff. I 
don’t care if our predecessors did 
absolutely nothing. We are going to 
work this until…until there’s nothing 
left we can do.” 
 “You’re the senior investigator, 
Cheryl. We’ll do it your way, but I think 
that we should look for things everyone 
else overlooked…even the most 
seemingly insignificant details.” 
 “Okay, keep the file in your desk 
and I’ll meet you on Sunday in two 
weeks.” 

* 
  Using the telephone code they 
devised, Barbara Baker called him, hanging 
up after one ring and calling back. “I’ve got 
to talk to you, right now. It’s important!” 

 “Barb, what’s the matter. What 
happened?” 
 “It’s something I have to talk to you 
about…in person.” 
 “Okay, okay…” 
 “Pick me up on the corner of 4th 
and McKinley.” 
 She waited only three minutes when 
the gray Chevy pulled up. 
 “Christ, Barb, are you sick? You 
don’t look too good.” 
 “Just drive away from here. Some 
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place. Maybe over to the park.”  
 “How about our usual place?” 
 “No, not there. What I have to say, 
will only take a few minutes.” 
 “Okay, we’ll park by the 
waterworks.” 
 He looked at her quizzically. He’d 
never seen her this serious. 
 “I missed my period. I’m pretty sure 
I’m pregnant.” 
 His faced turned ashen. “How do 
you know I did it? Besides, I always use 
condoms.” 
 “It has to be you. I’ve never been 
with anybody else.” 
 Anger mounting, “You’ll have to 
get an abortion, that’s all there is to it.”  
 “I’m keeping it, even if I have to 
wait ‘til next year to graduate. All I’m 
asking you to do is take responsibility 
and do the right thing.” 
 “And the right thing, according to 
you, is to divorce my wife and leave her 
with two kids. Plus, they’ll be warming 
up a cell for me at Stillwater. You’re 
jailbait! All you’re concerned about is 
sitting out another school year. I could 
lose everything…my job…everything!” 
 “You should’ve thought about that 
before. I’ll be eighteen next year and I’ll 
graduate. You can marry me then. Will 
you do that for me?” 
 “That’s a lot to think about, Barb. I 
just can’t deal with it, now. I’m working 
second shift and have to go home and 
get ready for work. But, I promise I’ll 
have answer for you as soon as I can.” 

* 
 It was late in December of 2010, 
that Atkinson and Smith spread the 
extensive case file and the few pieces of 
evidence out on a conference table. 
They had agreed to meet the last 
Sunday of every month to go over the 
file. But, this was the third month. 

There was nothing new about what to 
discuss. 
 “Did we talk about that anonymous 
phone call?” Atkinson asked. 
 “Yeah, a couple of times. Why?” 
 “Well, there’s one of two possible 
scenarios. One is, the killer taunting, 
‘catch me if you can’ and the other is, a 
dumb, scared kid who found a dead 
body in the middle of the night.” 
 “I could buy the second one. A boy 
drives in with a girl…” 
 “Or, boy,” Atkinson adds. 
 “Never mind, Cheryl. He drives in 
with a girl. They’re both underage, 
drinking, they freak-out and the boy 
waits ‘til the next day to call. He didn’t 
want to be suspected and probably was 
too scared, like you said.” 
 “This was before 911,” said 
Atkinson, “and emergency calls went 
directly to the station where they were 
automatically recorded. We still have 
the recording so, if it happens to be the 
first scenario and if we ever find the 
bastard, we can do a voice print, see if it 
matches and if there’s any DNA, we can 
nail him.” 
 “Sometimes I feel like we’re just 
pissing in the wind, Cheryl.” 
 “Think positive, will you?” 
 “Speaking of DNA traces, faint as 
they are, anything new?” 
 “Just partials, Byron. The wooden 
knife handle was so degraded, it had 
deep cracks in it. So, they thought they 
could extract DNA. The lab got some 
food bacteria and mold from the brass 
rivets, but no human DNA traces.” 
 “With no DNA, Cheryl.” 
 The detailed forensic pathology 
report indicated that she was 5’8”, 113 
pounds and good muscle tone 
associated with regular exercise. Lividity 
and body temperature revealed that the 
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time of death was estimated at between 
2pm and 6pm. The knife slashes on her 
back and backs of her upper arms may 
mean that she was attacked from behind 
and that her throat was also cut from 
behind, carotid to carotid. There was 
also a deeper wound at the right carotid 
than at the left which may also indicate 
that the killer was left-handed and 
having the leverage of a taller person. 
 Since blood was found on her 
shorts, the shorts and underwear 
evidently were removed post-mortem. 
The four stab wounds to the abdomen 
were also committed post-mortem. She 
had not been sexually assaulted. 
 “Cheryl, everybody thinks that she 
was pregnant and that’s why she was 
stabbed in the stomach.” 
 “I thought so, too. But, it says that 
she wasn’t. One thing that I’m almost 
sure of, is that Miss Baker had a familiar 
relationship with her killer.” 
 “Of course,” Smith said, “she got 
into a car, willingly and knew exactly 
where she was going because she’d been 
there before. Probably many times. 
Cheryl, our non-dating girl was leading a 
double-life!” 
 “That does make sense, kid. I think 
after this case, I can happily retire.” 
 The two detectives repeated the 
ritual of examining evidence once a 
month which usually ended in 
disappointing speculation. They 
mutually agreed, with the blessing of 
Capt. Crowley, that they would discuss 
the case only twice a year, thereafter. 

* 
 Barbara Baker’s phone rang once 
and stopped. She hurried to the phone 
and waited. Two seconds later, it rang 
again. It was him. 
 “Barb, I have to see you. I’ve 
reached a decision.” 

 “Good. I’m going on vacation with 
my folks tomorrow, but I’ll be going 
over to Kathy Thompson’s first, around 
noon. You can call me there. Don’t use 
the signal.” 
 “What if Kathy answers?” 
 “So what? She doesn’t know who 
you are.” 
 “Okay. I’m working day shift. I’ll 
have to think of something, in case I 
have to explain what I’m doing in 
Columbia Hills.” 

* 
 “Byron, do you realize it’s been 
three years that we’ve been doing this? 
That makes this case unsolved for 
almost forty-seven years.” 
 “Yeah, it’ll probably stay unsolved 
for another forty-seven. I’ve about had 
it. We’ve gone over everything at least 
twenty times. The interviews with the 
classmates, teachers, neighbors, her 
parents… There wasn’t much 
information coming from the second to 
the last one to see her alive. That 
Thompson girl.” 
 “She was in shock, Byron. 
Somebody should’ve re-interviewed her 
later.” 
 Smith picked up a clear, plastic bag 
with a large, pink comb in it and looked 
intensely at Cheryl. “Her parents 
identified it as Barbara’s by the two 
broken teeth. Her mother said that the 
teeth were broken because she always 
carried it in her back pocket. I know 
prints and DNA also confirm it was 
hers. But, I don’t understand the 
significance of this piece of evidence 
and why we even have it.” 
 “Because, Byron, my very good 
friend, it was discovered a week later 
and it was not found at the crime scene. 
That’s why it’s significant.” 

* 
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 “Barb, it’s for you. Some guy,” 
Kathy smiled and winked, “how’d he 
know you were here?” 
 “Kathy, do you wanna back off a 
little? Give me some privacy? But, just 
stay where I can see you and don’t go 
near the kitchen extension.” 
 “Is there something going on with 
this guy, you’re not telling me?” she 
smiles broadly and raises an eyebrow. 
 “Will you let me talk to him, Kathy, 
so I can find out?” 
  “Knock it off, Barb, and listen to 
me. I want you to leave in twenty 
minutes. There’s a construction crew 
working at the high school and I don’t 
think it’s wise for anybody to see us 
together. Walk around the corner and 
come out on 8th and Tyler. That way, I’ll 
see you from a block away and I’ll pick 
you up.” 
 She got into the car and he told her 
to keep her head down and strongly 
suggested that they drive to their usual 
place. No one else would be there on 
that weekday afternoon. 
 Barbara’s soft, brown eyes met his 
as she asked the all-important question. 
“So, what’re you gonna do? Leave your 
wife?”  
 “Why is it so goddam hot in this 
car?” he asked himself, “I gotta take this 
shirt off.” 
 He removed his belt, placed it on 
the seat and lay his shirt on top of it. 
She got out to stretch in the sunshine. 
 “It’s not hot,” she said, without 
facing him, “it’s gorgeous and so quiet 
out here.” 
 “Hey, Barb! I got your answer!” 
 His face twisted and florid with 
rage, he began slashing at her back with 
a butcher knife. 
 “Oh, god! What’re you doing?” She 
swung the back of her left hand, hitting 

him in the ribs and scratching the skin 
with her ring. She turned a little, but he 
was on her, grabbing the back of her 
hair, knife at her throat. 
 He cut swiftly and deeply. She 
gurgled a muffled scream that no one 
would hear, except the man killing her. 
She tried to stop the pulsing, gushing 
blood with her hands. He pushed her 
down and stood over her, panting and 
sweating. Only a few seconds later, it 
was over. Her lifeless body convulsed a 
couple of times. 
 Rolling her on her back, he pulled 
off her shorts, along with her underwear 
and cast them aside. Gotta make it look 
like a different motive. 
 There was blood, but he was 
surprised at how little blood had 
spattered on his bare chest and 
stomach. Admiring her nakedness only 
momentarily, he knew he had more 
work to do. Her unseeing eyes seemed 
to be watching him, as he knelt by her 
side. 
 “Pregnant, huh bitch?” he grunted. 
 With both hands on the knife 
handle, he raised it above his head and 
savagely plunged the blade down into 
her stomach. Repeating it three more 
times, for good measure, he whispered, 
“I guess you won’t be wrecking my life, 
or anybody else’s.” 
 He turned her on her side and sank 
the knife blade into the ground. Then, 
reaching into his back pocket, he pulled 
out a handkerchief and wiped the 
handle and the splashes of blood from 
his chest. What’s that? He straightened 
up, muscles tensed, hearing something 
rustling in the dry brush. A squirrel, or 
rabbit, is all. 

* 
 “Chief, come here!” the dispatcher 
called, “listen to this!” 
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 “Is it recording, Carol?” 
 “Yes. He’s talking about finding a 
body. Think it’s a hoax?” 
 “I don’t know, but we’re gonna 
treat it like it’s not.” 
 “Get Don Willard on the phone.” 
 “It’s his day off.” 
 “Apologize and tell him to meet us 
there, you know, the place where the 
kids hang out. He better take his own 
car to save time. Radio Sergeant Vollner 
and tell him we’re meeting at Elm and 
River Road.” 
 “Should I call the coroner?” 
 “Not yet. I’ll let you know. Oh, and 
tell those guys not to speed. No lights, 
either.” 
 They met and walked up Elm Street, 
which was no more than a narrow, dirt 
road. According to the phone caller, 
they’d find a body, out in the open, near 
the edge of the woods. 
 “Christ almighty!” shouted Vollner. 
 “Geez, what a slaughter!” Willard 
muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. 
 Chief McCullum stepped around 
the girl’s body, looking down at her. “I 
was hoping,” he said, “that this was a 
hoax. High School girl, wouldn’t you 
say?” The two others nodded. “I 
wonder if she’s one of ours. Somebody, 
get something to cover her up.” He got 
on the radio, “Carol, call the coroner 
and get another officer over here with a 
spool of yellow tape.” 
 The coroner arrived with a 
photographer who began setting up his 
shots. 
 “Doc, on your way in, did you 
notice anybody lurking around?” 
McCullum asked. 
 “Nope. Well, now, this looks pretty 
goddam brutal, if you ask me. Wait, 
what’s this?” He squatted down next to 
her. “She’s wearing a ring. Looks like a 

class ring. ‘CHHS’…” 
 “Columbia Hills High School,” 
offered Willard. 
 “She got her initials on it,” Doc 
continued, “B.B. and 1968.” 
 McCullum got on the radio, again. 
“Carol, call the Columbia Hills P.D. 
with this: Female, seventeen, eighteen 
years old, short, dark hair, tall, athletic 
build, high school class ring, with 
initials, ‘BB.’ Would’ve been a senior. 
Get back to me, ASAP.” 
 Waiting only minutes, Carol radioed 
back. “They’ve got a match. Her parents 
phoned in a missing persons, last 
evening. She is, or was, Barbara Lynn 
Baker.” 

* 
 Hurriedly, putting his shirt and belt 
back on, he slid into the car. Seeing a 
pink comb, her comb, on the passenger 
seat, he gasped, “Oh, shit!” He threw it 
on the back seat and then decided to 
wedge it between the seat and the 
backrest, leaving only a small piece of it 
showing. It’ll be okay if somebody else finds 
it. 

* 
 “Alright you guys,” McCullum 
announced, “now comes the fun part. 
Which one of you wants to come with 
to tell her parents? Willard, I think you 
do.” 
 Barbara’s mother stared at the 
officers, for only a moment, before 
letting out a bone chilling scream and 
collapsing onto a sofa, sobbing, her 
hands covering her face. Her husband, 
head down, turned away, then sat down 
and held his wife. Both were shaking. 
Barbara’s brothers stayed in their 
bedrooms until the police left. They had 
heard everything. 
 Outside, as they were leaving, 
“Willard, we’re gonna need all the help 
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we can get. Columbia Hills can help us 
question people and the Sheriff’s 
office…” 
 “Ed, why? I mean who would do 
this? What the hell’s the motive for 
killing a kid?” 
 McCullum, on the phone with 
Columbia Hills P.D., “Her funeral and 
burial’s gonna be at Elmwood on 
Monday. Yeah, I know. Why there? I 
guess somebody donated the plot. 
Look, it’s gonna be private so, I’m 
putting two uniforms on that detail to 
keep the curious away. I’d appreciate 
your help by sending two of yours. You 
will? Thanks! Monday at noon. By the 
way, we’re not releasing any info to the 
press ‘til she’s in the ground.” 
 Early the following Thursday 
morning. “Chief, I’m getting off shift 
and I want you to see this before roll 
call,” Vollner said, producing a pink 
comb. “I found this in the back seat of 
my squad. I don’t have any idea how it 
got there.” 
 “Lemme, see that. It’s a woman’s 
comb. Did you put a woman in the 
back seat, recently?” 
 “Not me. Maybe somebody else 
did.” 
 “I wonder if it could be that girl’s 
comb. I think after roll call, I’ll bring it 
over to her mother’s house. Thanks, 
Vollner.” 
 At roll call, McCullum held up the 
comb. “Anybody see this comb, 
before?” The three who were about to 
go on day watch, shook their heads. 
 Later, McCullum told his dispatcher 
that the murdered girl’s mother 
identified the comb as that of her 
daughter’s. It would be entered and 
joined as evidence, along with the girl’s 
class ring at the Sheriff’s office. Exhibits 
3 & 4. 

* 
 “Cheryl,” Smith asked, “did they 
actually have the killer in the back seat 
of a Freemont squad? Did the killer 
intend to keep the comb as a trophy?” 
 “I don’t know what to think, Byron. 
In all these years, forty-seven of ‘em, 
we’re the only ones seriously 
investigating this case. And the rest of 
CID are laughing at us, calling us the 
odd couple.” 
 “Yeah, and the long and the short of it.” 
 “And that I’m babysitting you. Hell, 
you’re only a few years younger than 
me.” 
 “Worst one I’ve heard is, the 
drumstick and the kettle drum.” 
 “Well, Byron, you are a tall, skinny, 
drinka water and I am short and stocky. 
They’re being poetic.” 
 Both men laughed and returned to 
the discussion of the comb before 
checking Freemont’s squad car logs 
from August 3rd to August 8th, 1967. 
The log recorded who drove that 
particular squad during three shifts. 
 “Why would a Freemont cop be 
giving her a ride and having her sit in 
the back seat? There’s no record of her 
ever being arrested, or even questioned. 
In fact, she doesn’t have a police record 
in Freemont, or Columbia Hills.” 
 “I was wondering, if she happened 
to have a boyfriend on the Freemont 
P.D.” 
 “Maybe she did, Byron, but that still 
doesn’t mean that one of Freemont’s 
finest committed a homicide. He’s only 
guilty of giving her a ride.” 
 “The comb is a key piece of the 
puzzle, though. There’s only one more 
item in the chain of evidence. It’s a 
long-shot, Cheryl. Her class ring.” 
 “You mean she wasn’t buried with 
it? It wasn’t given to her mother?” 
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 “No, we have it.” 
 Smith slid the plastic bag containing 
the ring, across the conference table to 
Atkinson. Dried flecks of Barbara 
Baker’s blood remained. It had not 
undergone DNA analysis, so the 
detectives asked the lab to test it. They 
would wait two months for the results. 
 Smith was the first to get the news 
from the lab. A female technician 
phoned, excitement in her voice, “I’ve 
got a viable sample! Skin cells 
embedded in the ring! They are not the 
victim’s!” 
 “Cheryl!” Smith called across the 
squad room, “get your stocky ass over 
here! Never mind, I’ll run my skinny ass 
over there!” 
 The rest of the detectives stared at 
both of them and laughed. Smith 
ignored them and skidded to a stop, just 
in time, or he would’ve crashed into her 
desk. She recoiled, grimacing. He 
scanned the room, finding his fellow 
employees still laughing, he frowned 
and touched the side of his nose with a 
middle finger. 
 “Cheryl, conference room.” 
 “What’s with you?” 
 They rushed into the conference 
room. 
 “The lab found DNA on the ring.” 
 “So, you’re guessing that she 
must’ve touched her attacker with her 
ring?” 
 “Yes, hit him, or scratched him. She 
fought back.” 
 “Hold on, Byron. The original 
suspects got themselves killed. Who’s 
left to do a DNA match? What do we 
do, try to match hundreds of people?” 
 “No, we look at who was driving 
that particular squad, day watch, on 
August 3rd and 4th. He was also one of 
three who were first at the crime scene. 

Chief McCullum noted that Sergeant 
Herb Vollner found the comb in his 
squad on the morning of August 8th. 
Vollner also noted it.” 
 “You’re crazy! Freemont cops 
weren’t, aren’t that dirty!” 
 “I think this one was, Cheryl. See, 
he always drove the same squad, no 
matter what shift he was working. Sure, 
other cops drove it, but they didn’t find 
the comb. Vollner did. He must’ve 
gotten impatient when nobody else 
found it.” 
 “How come nobody else found it?” 
 “I don’t know. Maybe it wasn’t in 
plain sight. It doesn’t matter. McCullum 
would’ve handled it the same way. He 
didn’t realize the significance ‘til it was 
identified by the girl’s mother.” 
 “So, you wanna put the finger on 
Vollner? Do you really think he did it?” 
 “Look, I found out that Vollner quit 
the Freemont force, two months later, 
moved his family down to Southern 
Minnesota, to Austin, and worked for 
Austin P.D. for a few years, then quit. 
For a while, he worked as a security 
guard at a warehouse before retiring.” 
 “Do you think we should go down 
there and have a talk with him?” 
 “Not ‘we,’ me. I don’t want to make 
him suspicious.” 
 “Are you sure? Byron, it could be 
dangerous going alone.” 
 “Dangerous? He’s seventy-eight 
years old and living alone…a widower. 
His kids are grown up and moved away. 
I’ll get his phone number and call 
ahead.” 
 “Are you gonna tell him about the 
DNA on the ring?” 
 “Not right away.” 
 “Should we tell the Captain what 
you’re up to?” 
 “No. Leave Crowley out of this ‘til 
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I’m absolutely sure.” 
 Smith called Vollner and let the 
phone ring several times before he 
answered. Smith introduced himself and 
explained why he was calling. 
 “You haven’t cracked that case yet? 
Vollner rasped, “It’s decades old, for 
god’s sake! And why are you asking 
me?” 
 “Because,” Smith answered, “you’re 
the last survivor of the original cops 
who were the first on the crime scene.” 
 “I know that McCullum wouldn’t be 
alive, ‘cause he was older, but what 
about Willard?” 
 “Nope. He’s dead, too. A few years 
ago. So, if you’re gonna be home in the 
next couple of days, I’d like to come 
down and talk to you about it, Mr. 
Vollner. We could meet anyplace you 
want.” 
 “Where could I go? I’m a fuckin’ 
cripple in a wheelchair. I don’t go 
anyplace, anymore.” 
 “Well, could I come to your home?” 
 Reluctantly, Vollner said, “If you 
think it’ll help, sure. But, I tell ya, you’re 
way out in left field.” 
 “I’ll call you when I get to Austin.” 

* 
 “It’s all set, Cheryl, I’m going to 
Austin to see Vollner.” 
 “You’re sure about this, then? Are 
you gonna have the Austin P.D. 
standing by?” 
 “No. None of that. I’m gonna begin 
by treating him as a non-suspect.” 
 “At least you’ll have a nice 
drive…seeing all the fall colors…the 
reds, the golds, the yellows…” 
 “Yeah, decomposing leaves.” 
 “Well, aren’t you the cynical one. 
Are you gonna take one of your 
girlfriends with you?” 
 “No.” 

 “All business, Byron. That’s my 
boy. I guess cops weren’t meant to have 
a life. You start out with shift-work and 
hard cases…spouses and friends don’t 
understand our work. I got divorced 
because of it. My advice is to stay single 
‘til you retire.” 
 “I intend to.” 
 “There are some advantages though. 
For instance, I’ve got two teenage 
daughters, you know, and when their 
dates come over, the first thing I tell 
them, is that I’m a cop. So, if they’re 
harboring any bad intentions, they run 
away. My girls hate it, but too bad, so 
sad.” 

* 
 “Crowley told me I could have four 
vacation days,” Smith told Atkinson. 
“I’ll stay in a motel in Austin and I’ll call 
you as soon as I check-in.” 
 Atkinson smiled wanly and said, “I 
want you to call me the whole time 
you’re down there, understand? I’m the 
only one who knows why you’re going.” 
 “Yeah, it’s a wild goose chase based 
on a hunch.” 
 Atkinson’s smile faded. She said, 
“Suppose you happen to be right about 
Vollner, how’re you going to prove it? 
Do you think he’s gonna volunteer a 
DNA sample?” 
 “Maybe if he’s innocent, he will. If 
he acts, in any way, guilty, I’ll come 
back with a couple of Austin cops.” 

* 
 A whole goddam week, thought 
Vollner, and nobody found the comb. I’ll just 
tell McCullum that I saw something pink 
wedged in the backseat of my squad, and pulled 
it out, surprised that it turned out to be a big 
comb. I’m sure he’ll question me about it and, 
of course, I won’t know a thing. 

* 
 Smith didn’t think that Austin was 
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that busy of a place, but he decided to 
make a reservation anyway, at the 
Holiday Inn; familiar surroundings no 
matter where one traveled. 
 It was a one hundred thirty-mile 
trip. He took the less than scenic I-35 
route nearly straight South, almost to 
Albert Lea, turning East on I-90 and 
continuing on a mercifully shorter 
distance to Austin, Minnesota. Smith 
found the Oakland Place exit and took 
it to 5th Avenue and then, on to 19th 
Street. Vollner lived close to the hotel. 
 On the way, he noticed a murder of 
crows perched high in a pine tree 
watching him as he slowed, nearing the 
city. A thin smile crossed his lips. Was it 
a coincidence that he was investigating a 
murder? No, Smith didn’t believe, never 
believed, in coincidences.  
 Checking into the hotel, his first call 
was to his partner, Atkinson, telling her 
that he had safely arrived. The next call 
was to Vollner, setting an appointment, 
at his home, for the following morning. 
 After he’d unpacked, Smith drove 
over to 5th Avenue to preview Vollner’s 
house. It was a small bungalow, perhaps 
a two-bedroom, almost like the kind in 
which Barbara Baker had lived.  
 As he had studied the case for the 
past three years, it occurred to Smith 
that Baker’s murder was similar to 
Poe’s, The Mystery of Marie Roget, based 
on the true, brutal, 1841 slaying of Mary 
Cecilia Rogers. He also concluded that 
both stories, fact and fiction, were 
analogous to the Baker case. 

* 
 Even though Sergeant Herb Vollner 
was not involved in the investigation of 
the murder of Barbara Lynn Baker, he 
asked to see the case file, which 
included the autopsy report. He became 
horrified at its findings. His intended red 

herring of a sexual assault, by removing 
her shorts and underwear, didn’t work. 
But, the most terrifying thing to Vollner, 
was that she was not pregnant. She had 
told him that she was pregnant with his child. 
My god! Vollner thought, she didn’t have to 
die! On the other hand, she tried to use 
blackmail. 

* 
  Smith found it hard to relax by 
watching TV in his room; he was 
thinking about how to approach 
Vollner with pertinent questions. 
Innocent people usually don’t 
remember where they were or, what 
they were doing a week ago, much less, 
over forty years ago. The guilty always 
seem to know. Would Vollner know 
exactly where he was on the afternoon of 
August 3rd, 1967? Where would Vollner say 
he was? Would saying that he was across town, 
be his alibi? Smith thought. The City of 
Freemont is almost eleven square miles. Would 
he say that he was patrolling within his 
assigned grid? Or, home for lunch?  
 Smith knew precisely how to 
question suspects and Vollner had no 
idea that the Andrews County Crime 
Lab had found DNA, perhaps his, on 
Baker’s high school class ring. 

* 
 As Smith was getting out of his car, 
his phone rang. 
 “It’s me, Cheryl. I’ve got a fantastic 
idea.” 
 “Not now. I’m at Vollner’s 
house…Almost at the door.” 
 “Listen, leave your phone open. On 
speaker. That way everything he says 
can be recorded and he’ll be none the 
wiser.” 
 “Okay. You’re a good Mom.” 
 “Shut up, Byron.” 
 Smith knocked once. 
 “Come in,” Vollner shouted, “it’s 
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unlocked.” 
 “Mr. Vollner? I’m…” 
 “I know who you are.” 
 “This seems to be a nice, quiet 
neighborhood, Mr. Vollner.” 
 “Yeah. People gone to work and 
kids in school.” 
 “I didn’t see a ramp out in front,” 
Smith said, observing Vollner’s 
wheelchair. 
 “There’s one out in back,” replied 
Vollner, “more shade back there. Geez, 
they grow you guys big, these days. I’m 
getting a crick in my neck looking up at 
you.” 
 Smith looked down the hallway to 
his left and saw a bathroom at the end 
of the hall, flanked by two bedrooms on 
opposite sides, the doors open. He 
stood in a small living room, furnished 
with an overstuffed armchair, a 
lampstand by its side and a three-
cushioned sofa. The kitchen was 
directly in front of him. 
 “Where’s your TV?” 
 “I use one of the bedrooms for a 
library and a TV room. Let’s sit at the 
table,” Vollner motioned with his 
thumb. “Pull the chair away. I’ll just sit 
in this goddam thing.” 
 There was nothing in Vollner’s face, 
thought Smith, not his voice, either. 
Deadpan, blunted affect. 
 Behind wire-rimmed glasses, 
Vollner’s dark, hooded eyes looked like 
bottomless wells, revealing absolutely 
nothing; neither apprehension, nor 
guile, nor guilt, nor innocence. He held 
a folded newspaper in his lap. 
 Smith matched Vollner’s 
countenance as he held out his hand to 
shake Vollner’s thin, white hand, 
mapped with blue veins and smooth to 
the touch. 
 Of course it was smooth, Smith thought, 

cops never did manual labor. Then, Smith 
became aware of his own thinning 
blond hair, when Vollner, at his age, had 
thick hair, the color of steel wool, which 
had only slightly receded. But, the 
photos that Smith had seen of him as a 
younger man on Freemont’s police 
force, depicted a large, broad-
shouldered man. The older Vollner 
looked nearly skeletal. His shoulders 
now, had narrowed. 
 As if to explain his appearance and 
his being imprisoned in a wheelchair, 
Vollner uttered, “Bad hips. Knees are 
shot.” Changing the subject, Vollner 
asked, “Place looks pretty good, don’t 
it?” 
 Smith nodded. 
 “I got a woman who comes in and 
cleans twice a week. Not only that, she 
does my laundry and cooks, too. She 
freezes food for me to have on days 
she’s not here. It pisses her off 
whenever she sees an empty pizza box 
in the trash. After my wife died, I 
thought that I could live alone. This 
place turned into a regular dump. My 
wife kept me from being a pig for fifty-
three years.” 
  They moved toward the yellow, 
Formica-topped, kitchen table which sat 
against the wall, under a wide window 
with green nylon curtains, pulled back. 
 “Want some coffee? Just made it.” 
 “Thanks, don’t mind if I do,” Smith 
answered. 
 “Got sugar and milk. No cream.” 
 “That’s okay. I drink it black.” 
 “Help yourself. Grab two cups out 
of the cupboard.” 
 Smith placed a steaming cup in 
front of Vollner and took a seat 
opposite him. Both men would 
henceforth try to maintain 
uninterrupted eye contact. 
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 “Okay, I’m ready. Let the 
interrogation begin,” Vollner stated, 
dramatically, but without the flair. 
 “It’s not an interrogation. It’s only 
an interview.” 
 “Well then, let’s get it over with, 
Lieutenant.” 
 “I explained, on the phone, that you 
were one of the first to arrive on the 
murder scene and then, there’s the 
matter of the girl’s comb that you found 
in the backseat of your squad car…” 
 “A lot of cops drove that car and 
we, any of us, would’ve seen that fuckin’ 
comb sticking out of a pocket, when we 
search somebody, before we put them in 
the back.” 
 “Did you ever hear of any cop 
letting someone ride back there who 
wasn’t searched?” 
 “No. Never. We were discouraged, 
but if we ever had any casual 
passengers, they’d ride in front.” 
30 
 “So, Barbara Baker would never 
have ridden in the back of yours, or any 
other Freemont squad?” 
 “If she had, she would’ve ridden in 
the front. A suspect always rides in the 
back.” 
 “It’s possible, then, that she was 
riding in that particular car?” 
 “Sure. Let’s say that she was 
hitchhiking from somewhere in 
Freemont to Columbia Hills. A cop 
picked her up, lectured her about the 
dangers of hitchhiking and drove her 
home.” 
 “That makes sense. Was she in your 
car?” 
 “I didn’t know that kid. Never saw 
her…alive, that is. I didn’t know any 
Columbia Hills kids.” 
 “Did you help question people in 
Columbia Hills who might’ve known 

Barbara?” 
 “No.” 
 “Recently, my partner and I re-
interviewed people who knew her. They 
all said that she was an ‘unlikely 
victim.’” 
 “Yeah, I read the reports and that’s 
what everybody said, back in ’67. So, is 
that all you got? Is that it?” 
 “Not quite. We’ll keep working to 
solve this, especially to give the girl’s 
mother some, as much as I hate the 
word, ‘closure.’ She’s in her eighties and 
in poor health, so…” 
 “Is her father alive?” 
 “No, he died in ’72. Her three 
brothers are still around. We think they 
need closure, too.” 
 “How’re you gonna end this when 
you don’t even know how her comb got 
into the backseat of a police car?” 

* 
 “I want you to stay, Sgt. Vollner, 
but if you think things might work 
better for you somewhere else, then I’ve 
got to let you go, even though it’s not a 
good time with that girl’s murder, only 
two months ago. Where are you going?” 
 “I already checked into it. There’s 
an opening in Austin.” Anywhere, 
thought Vollner, is better than hanging 
around here, maybe being scrutinized as a 
suspect. Got o go as far away as I can. 
 “Okay, then. Turn in your uniform, 
badge and service revolver.” 
 “Thanks, Chief, I mean, Ed.” 

* 
 “We think the comb was planted in 
the backseat and for a while, we thought 
the comb was important. But, her class 
ring …” 
 “Her class ring?” 
 “Yes, it has someone’s DNA, 
besides hers, on it. Do you know about 
DNA?” 
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 “Yeah, everybody does. I like to 
watch those cold case shows where 
DNA evidence solves old crimes. 
Whose DNA is on her ring?” 
 “We don’t know yet, but we 
must’ve tested fifty people, so far,” 
Smith lied. “You know as well as I do, 
that when you have multiple suspects, 
you begin a process of elimination.” 
 “Sure, I know. Everybody starts out 
as a suspect.” 
 There he sits, thought Smith, cool as a 
cucumber, even though he’s a suspect, the only 
one, at this point. 
 “We believe that the DNA on the 
ring could belong to her killer.” 
 At the first sign of agitation, Vollner 
placed his newspaper on the table and 
began fingering the edges. His jaw 
muscles flexed. 
 “How do you know the DNA was 
the killer’s?” 
 “Well, we’re still not positive, but 
there were some skin cells on it like she 
scratched, or cut her attacker. All the 
people we gathered samples from, were 
anxious to prove their innocence.” 
 “Don’t you think she might’ve 
scratched somebody else accidently?” 
 “Oh, sure. Her mother said she 
never took that ring off. So, we’re 
exploring every possibility.” 
 “Lieutenant, do you have a point to 
make, or did you come all the way down 
here to bounce your theories off me?” 
 Smith was getting tired of fencing 
with Vollner. He was being too careful 
with his questions. It was time to get 
what he’d come for. 
 “I want you to know that I checked 
your military record and your record 
with Freemont, including your shorter 
stint with Austin P.D. All exemplary. 
Not one black mark.” 
 “So what?” Could you please get to 

the point? I’m not getting any younger.” 
 “Codis matches up DNA…” 
  “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know all 
about that. DNA helps prove 
innocence, or his guilt.” 
  Smith kept his voice a steady, 
unemotional monotone. “You know, 
since I’ve been working this case and 
I’ve seen pictures in her yearbook, of a 
smiling, teenage girl…well, I can 
imagine her as she was; someone young 
enough to be a middle-aged couple’s 
daughter and now, if she would’ve lived, 
she’d be old enough to be someone’s 
grandmother.” 
 Smith noticed that Vollner, after he 
had been slumping in his wheelchair, 
was now sitting more erect. He also 
began to wonder why he could only see 
the man’s right hand fiddling with the 
newspaper, while his left, as far as Smith 
could tell, continued to rest on his lap. 
That doesn’t mean anything, he assured 
himself. 
 “You could prove your innocence 
by giving me a DNA 
sample…Voluntarily, of course.” 
 “Yeah. What kind?” 
 Suddenly, Vollner threw the 
newspaper off of the table. Smith, 
surprised, diverted his attention away 
from Vollner. The moment the paper 
hit the floor, Vollner, with his left hand, 
raised and pointed a .22 semi-automatic 
at Smith’s head and squeezed the 
trigger. 
 A small, dark hole appeared in 
Smith’s forehead. His body stiffened 
and his head snapped back, then lolled 
toward his left shoulder, before his 
momentum pitched him forward, his 
head crashed, slammed onto the table 
top. Smith’s coffee cup shattered under 
his chest. A rivulet of blood trickled 
from his wound. 
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 Vollner wheeled over to Smith and 
pulled on a pair of glove liners that he 
had on his lap, along with his gun. 
 There, under his sport coat, on his 
belt, was a holstered 9mm. Vollner 
withdrew it and lifted Smith’s limp arm, 
placed the weapon in the lifeless hand a 
fired off three rounds, one into the wall 
and two into the cupboard behind 
where Vollner had been sitting. He let 
Smith’s gun drop to the floor. Then, he 
went to the closet to replace the glove 
liners into their leather shells. According 
to his well-thought out plan, Vollner 
phoned the Austin police. 
 Pretending to be out of breath, he 
explained that a cop, a detective, shot at 
him and that he, in turn, shot back and 
killed him in self-defense. They’d buy that, 
thought Vollner, sure they would. The 
younger man tried to kill a poor, old cripple. 
 Within a few minutes, Vollner 
began to hear sirens. Three squads and 
one unmarked pulled up at the curb, in 
front of his house. He started toward 
the door, but changed his mind, 
returned to his spot at the table and 
assumed a demeanor of extreme shock. 
He raised his arms as officers entered 
the house, guns drawn. 
 “I’m Herb Vollner. I’m a retired 
Austin cop.” He put his arms down 
when one of the uniformed cops picked 
up the .22, then the 9-mm and released 
the clips. “I always keep it loaded,” 
Vollner explained. 
 He saw another uniform whisper 
something to a man in a gray suit. The 
man introduced himself to Vollner as 
Detective Sergeant Singleton. Cocking 
his thumb toward Smith’s remains. 
“Was he here on business? Investigative 
business?” 
 “I really don’t know. There was a 
murder in Freemont, where I was a cop. 

That was years and years ago. Well, the 
case recently became active and he 
came here asking me all kinds of 
questions.” 
 “Yeah? What kind of questions?” 
 “Oh, things like, ‘did I know the 
victim?’ ‘Did I have any idea who did 
it?’” 
 “Why did he shoot at you?” and 
added, incredulously, “How could he 
miss you three times at close range?” 
 “I bent over to pick up my 
newspaper just when he started firing,” 
Vollner shrugged. “You know cops are 
notoriously bad shots.” 
 “Obviously, you’re not. Hey,” the 
detective asked the others, “did 
anybody call the M.E.?” 
 “They’re on their way,” someone 
answered. 
 “We’ll stay ‘til they remove the 
body,” the detective said, blocking 
Vollner’s view of Smith.  
 The Medical Examiner arrived with 
two EMTs who maneuvered a gurney 
through the front door. 
 “You’re in luck,” Singleton told the 
M.E., “no brains to scrape off the wall. 
Small caliber.” The M.E. laughed 
politely. 
 The EMTs loaded Smith onto the 
gurney. “Anything else, detective?” 
 “Yeah, take his cell phone out. I 
think it’s in his shirt pocket.” 
 They covered Smith’s body, 
strapped it down and left. 
 “Guess what?” Singleton waved the 
cell phone in front of Vollner. “A funny 
thing happened just before you called us.” 
 Vollner tensed, his hands gripped 
the arms of his wheelchair. 
 “We got a phone call from a Lt. 
Cheryl Atkinson up in Andrews County. 
She was Smith’s partner. They kept an 
open line on this cell.” 
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 “What the hell you driving at?” 
Vollner’s face paled. 
 “She told us that there was a single 
shot and about thirty seconds later, 
three shots. Thirty seconds later, Vollner! 
Gentlemen,” he instructed a couple of 
beefy officers, “stand him up and cuff 
him. Read him his rights. Herbert 
Vollner, you are under arrest for the 
murder of Lt. Byron Smith. First degree 
murder.  
 “We’ll hold you in the Mower 
County Jail overnight. In the morning, 
deputies from Andrews County’ll take 
you into custody. There’s something I 
can’t figure out.” 
 Vollner mumbled something 

incoherently. 
 “You killed a guy because he asked 
you for your DNA. You were that afraid 
it would connect you to that girl’s 
murder in 1967. Did it ever occur to 
you that it wouldn’t be your DNA? Or, 
that it’d be inconclusive? Or, how ‘bout 
this one, Smith could’ve been bluffing.” 
 Vollner, his head hanging, said 
nothing. 
 “At any rate, they won’t ask, they’ll 
take your DNA and if it’s a match, you’ll 
probably serve two consecutive life 
sentences. Look on the bright side, 
Vollner, you’ll never have to face a 
parole board. Wheel his ass outta here.”  
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Let Us Be Merry, 3 Poems 
Nicole Borg 
 

The Art of Crying 

 
It’s best to start quietly, if  
you can, soft as spring’s rain.  
Don’t hide your face.  
 
If it’s been a long time  
go somewhere—a funeral  
or elementary school or hospital. 
 
That first burn behind your eyes, 
eyelids blinking, then the spill, 
hot on your skin, vision blurring.  
 
Cry like a child hiccupping  
and sniffling noisily— 
tears as a performance piece.  
 
Or cry like your father,  
reaching under his glasses  
to wipe at a tear. Cry like your sister,  
 
a trembling of her chin,  
blue eyes refracting light, 
noise in her throat like moth wings. 
 
Cry until your chest breaks open, 
everything you’ve locked there 
freeing itself at once. 
 
Let the pain raze your defenses 
you are a landscape of emptiness, 
your heart beats quietly 
 
in the stillness, smell of ozone 
and tears, then more fiercely. Listen,  
while something new thinks to grow. 

 

 
  

 Nicole Borg is editor of Green Blade, Magazine of the 
Rural America Arts Center. She writes poetry and prose 

from Wabasha, MN, overlooking the Mississippi. 
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35th Anniversary Cruise 
 
In the photograph, they smile 
around pink lilies with their real 
 
faces and leaning together— 
she married the slot machines,  
 
and he, work; but that’s over.  
This is after the oncologist, between poisons,  
 
before hospice. In the dining room  
they pose with empty umbrella drinks 
 
platters of food—steak, chicken,  
ham, crab legs—he can’t keep down. 
 
This is the ship, but not the voyage, 
the crew takes ill, passengers stay 
 
in their staterooms, the Master  
goes missing. The ship sinks slowly 
 
in friendly waters with much coverage, 
commentary, costume change. 
 

Curbside Pick Up 
 

Twice a month we build a shrine 
on the front lawn of the little house  
we rent—first, the wine bottles 
merlot, cabernet, shiraz, pinot noir  
at the four compass points, then  
we cluster brown and green glass 
to earth, wind, fire and air. We scatter  
crushed circles of gleaming silver, 
coins of Coors Light, mounding  
them in a way pleasing to the gods.  

Bacchus—  
let us be merry. Let us find joy  
in our libations. Let us bury our sorrows, 
the remnants of which lean drunkenly  
on the lawn, heads bowed in thirsty prayer
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Odyssey across America (a dramatic bricolage) 
Harold N. Crop 
 

 

Big Bend National Park 

 

Lights come up on a projection of an Abelardo Morrell tent camera photograph, Tent-
Camera Image on Ground: View of Rio Grande and Mexico Near 
Boquillas Canyon, Big Bend National Park, Texas, 2011.  
 
In the semi-darkness, we hear Leo Kottke Last Steam Train Engine.  
 
Lights come up on three stools, each in its own pool of light.  
 
On the stools are three actors: 
Peter  
Homer/Man 1 
Coop/Woman 1 

Hal Cropp is Executive Director 
of the Commonweal Theatre 

Company in Lanesboro, MN. 
 

“I’ve decided to leave this godforsaken country and try somewhere else.” 
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Woman: (Peter) where is north?1 

Peter: After one semester of 
living together…I was nineteen 
and on one sweet summer’s day 
in 1971, we were married2 

Man: North? North is there, my 
love. The brook runs west.3 

Peter: Why not just leave this 
American scene and head for 
another country? We Americans 
were blowing up anything and 
everyone for no clear reason in 
VIETNAM.4 

Woman: The rest, all those who 
had perdition 'scaped 

  By war or on the Deep, dwelt 
now at home5 

Peter: When our marriage 
disintegrated, I realized one sure 
thing. I knew I was going to have 
to get my head together and I 
would have to do it by myself.6 

Man: What in the world do ya 
think yer a doin’ hikin’ in this 
blizzard?7 

Woman: Muse make the man thy 
theme, for shrewdness famed 

  And genius versatile, who far 

                                                 
1 - Robert Frost, West Running Brook, p.170, 
New Enlarged Anthology of Robert Frost’s 
Poems, Washington Square Press, 1971 
2 - Peter Jenkins, A Walk Across America, 
p.20, William Morrow & Company, Inc., 1979 
3 - Frost, op.cit. 
4 - Jenkins, op.cit. p.22 
5 - Homer, op.cit. 

and wide 

  A Wand'rer, after Ilium 
overthrown, 

  Discover'd various cities, and 
the mind 

  And manners learn'd of men, in 
lands remote.8 

Man: Pete, what are you still 
doing in Alfred?9 

Woman: West running brook 
then call it.10 

Peter: I’ve decided to leave this 
godforsaken country and try 
somewhere else.11 

Man: If you want to leave, go 
right ahead, but first you sure as 
shootin’ ought to give this 
country a chance.12 

Woman: Our fix'd resolve, that 
brave Ulysses thence 

  Depart, uncompanied by God or 
man. 

  Borne on a corded raft, and 
suff'ring woe 

  Extreme, he on the twentieth 
day shall reach,            

  Not sooner, Scherie the deep-

6 - Jenkins, op.cit., p.21 
7 - Jenkins, op.cit. p.12 
8 - Homer, The Oddyssey, William Cowper, 
trans., Gutenberg Press 
9 - Jenkins, op.cit. p.23 
10 - Frost, op.cit. 
11 -Jenkins, op.cit.p.23 
12 -ibid. 
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soil'd, possess'd 

  By the Phæacians, kinsmen of 
the Gods.13 

Peter: When I got home from 
work that summer day, I called 
Cooper and we went for a long 
meditative walk. Stu’s words were 
like a neon sign flashing on and 
off. After five or six miles, they 
finally broke through my mule-
thick head. 14 

Woman: Go on. You thought of 
something.15 

 Peter: I made a decision about 
what we would do. Cooper and I 
were going to walk across the 
U.S.A.16 

Man:  who bid’st me pass 

  The perilous gulph of Ocean on 
a raft, 

  That wild expanse terrible, 
which even ships 

  Pass not, though form'd to 
cleave their way with ease, 

  And joyful in propitious winds 
from Jove.17 

Woman: What does it think it’s 
doing running west  

   when all the other country 

                                                 
13 - Homer, op.cit. 
14 - Jenkins op.cit. p.24 
15 -Frost, op.cit. 
16 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.24 
17 - Homer op.cit. 
18 -Frost op.cit. 

brooks flow east 

   to reach the ocean?18 

Peter: Cooper and I were 
training…there were rocks 
everywhere, my feet and ankles 
were so hard, I didn’t have to 
concentrate on them. Instead, I 
looked straight ahead, yearning 
for the river at the bottom of the 
hill that Cooper and I would 
swim across. Suddenly, Cooper 
darted in front of me…19 

Woman: nudged (him) to the side 
and grabbed a thick copperhead 
in (my) mouth. With one vicious, 
tearing shake.20 

Peter: he killed the snake that I 
would have stepped on and that 
would have bitten me for sure.21 

Man: It must be the brook can 
trust itself to go by contraries22 

Woman: The way I can with you 
– and you with me –  

    Because we’re – we’re – I don’t 
know what we are. 

    What are we?23 

Peter: Cooper and I were alone 
and the long walk had begun.24 

Woman: We must be something. 

    We’ve said we two. Let’s 

19 - Jenkins, op.cit. p.14 
20 - ibid. 
21 -Ibid. 
22 -Frost op.cit. 
23 Ibid. 
24 - Jenkins op.cit. p.33 
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change that to we three. 

    As you and I are married to 
each other, 

    We’ll both be married to the 
brook.25 

Man: Chatham Hill was a tiny 
town. If you want to meet 
someone real, and a character, 
you’ve got to meet Homer 
Davenport, the greatest mountain 
man alive.26 

Woman: Homer sure can be 
unfriendly! Guess that’s why he 
lives up there.27  

Man: He don’t like people 
much.28 

Woman: Look, look, it’s waving 
to us with a wave 

     To let us know it hears me.29  

Man: (cackling) Hey don’t let all 
my nonsense scare ya from 
goin’to pay a visit to old Homer. 
With you a-walkin’, and yer beard, 
and that dawg, Homer might take 
a likin to ya.30 

Woman: Alas! I tremble lest 
some God design 

  T' ensnare me yet, bidding me 

                                                 
25 - Frost, op.cit. 
26 - Jenkins, op.cit.p.67 
27 -ibid. 
28 - Ibid. 
29 -Frost, op.cit. 
30 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.68 
31 -Homer, op.cit. 

quit the raft. 

  But let me well beware how I 
obey              

  Too soon that precept, for I saw 
the land 

  Of my foretold deliv'rance far 
remote.31 

Peter: We started walking while it 
was still half dark…At the end of 
the pavement, a deeply rutted, 
frozen red dirt road began…We 
headed up. After two miles the 
steepness leveled off, and…I saw 
an old log cabin…As I was trying 
to open the decrepit gate…32 

Man: What do you want, boy?33 

Woman: It wasn’t waved to us. 

     It wasn’t, yet it was34 

Peter: Are you Homer 
Davenport?35 

Man: No, I ain’t. Homer lives 
about three miles further up the 
mountain. I’m his only neighbor, 
and my name’s Douglas Allison. 
Lived right here for my sixty-two 
years. In this cabin for forty. Yes, 
sir! I was born right here. I’m 
gonna die here.36  

32 - Jenkins, op.cit. p.69 
33 -ibid. 
34 -Frost op.cit. 
35 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.69 
 
 
36 -Ibid. 
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Woman: Here we, in our 
impatience of the steps, 

    Get back to the beginning of 
beginnings37 

Peter: Back on the narrow red-
dirt road, we walked for about 
another half mile, and then 
Homer’s dirt sidewalk turned into 
a rock-scattered stream…Ten 
muddy miles had passed before I 
saw a bend in the stream bank.38  

Woman: Nothing ever scared 
(me)…but this time (I) crept over 
and let out (a) hair curling growl39 

Peter: Slowly I lifted my head. 
Fifty feet away stood an ageless 
old man whose flowing white hair 
and beard glowed with life.40 

Man: Now, what’d you say you 
were up to?41 

Peter: Peter Jenkins and that’s 
Cooper and we’re walking across 
the U.S.A.42 

Woman: the Sirens sitting in the 
meads 

  Charm with mellifluous song, 
while all around 

  The bones accumulated lie of 
men 

  Now putrid, and the skins 

                                                 
37 - Frost, op.cit. 
38 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.70 
39 -Ibid. 
40 -Jenkins, op.cit. P.70 
41 -ibid.p.71 
42 -ibid. 

mould'ring away.43 

Peter: Our life runs down in 
sending up the clock.44 

Man: In (my) kitchen, (I) moved 
with a grace that could match that 
of a chef in the best restaurant in 
New York…Git ya one of them 
straightened coat hangers and 
cook yerself a chop o’ meat.45  

Woman: First shalt thou reach 
the Sirens; they the hearts 

  Enchant of all who on their 
coast arrive46 

Peter: Homer’s way of life made 
all my suburban blab seem dumb 
and meaningless.47 

Woman: Some say 
existence…forever in one place, 

     stands still and dances, but it 
runs away.48 

Man: One thing I’ve learned is 
that ya never know what’s gonna 
happen to ya in this old life…Ya 
know what you should do? You 
ought to settle down here…I’ll 
teach ya all the ways of livin’up 
here and someday when ya get a 
place built, you can have yerself a 

43 -Homer, op.cit. 
44 -Frost, op.cit. 
45 - Jenkins, op.cit. p.74 
46 -Homer, op.cit. 
47 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.75 
48 -Frost, op.cit. 
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family.49 

Woman: But as for thee--thou 
hear them if thou wilt. 

  Yet let thy people bind thee to 
the mast              

  Erect, encompassing thy feet 
and arms 

  With cordage well-secured to the 
mast-foot, 

  So shalt thou, raptur'd, hear the 
Sirens' song.50 

Man: It seriously, sadly, runs 
away 

   To fill the abyss’s void with 
emptiness.51 

Peter: Homer…Maybe Cooper 
and I will come back here to live 
with you on your mountain. 
Tomorrow, though, we’re going 
to walk on across the country.52 

Woman: It flows beside us in this 
water brook, 

   But it flows over us.53 

Peter: After I crossed the Cahaba 
River, I was rolling through 
Shelby County. That was the 
night I met the “Shelby County 
Drunk Four.”54 

Woman: Thence, o'er the Deep 

                                                 
49 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.78 
50 -Homer, op.cit. 
51 -Frost, op.cit. 
52 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.80 
53 -Frost, op.cit. 

proceeding sad, we reach'd 

  The land at length, where, giant-
sized and free 

  From all constraint of law, the 
Cyclops dwell.55 

Peter: The dimly lit phone booth 
stood alone in the darkest corner 
of the gravel lot…As…I 
talked…a slow-moving green pick 
up drove up. The pick-up turned 
off its lights and parked right in 
front of me.56 

Woman: Here dwelt a giant vast, 
who far remote 

  His flocks fed solitary, converse 
none 

  Desiring, sullen, savage, and 
unjust.57 

Peter: A man got out on the 
driver’s side and started over to 
the booth…The unsteady man 
was big and looked in his late 
forties. His khaki work clothes 
were coated with cinderblock dust 
and cement and his bloated hairy 
stomach leaked out between 
bulging buttons.58 

Woman: Who are ye, strangers? 
From what distant shore          

  Roam ye the waters? traffic ye? 

54 -Jenkin, op.cit. p.219 
55 -Homer, op.cit. 
56 -Jenkins, op.cit.p.220 
57 -Homer, op.cit. 
58 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.221 
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or bound 

  To no one port, wander, as 
pirates use, 

  At large the Deep, exposing life 
themselves, 

  And enemies of all mankind 
beside?59 

Man: Where you from, you ugly 
whiskered hippie?60 

Peter: Connecticut…I’m walking 
across America.61 

Man: Hear that boys? This liar 
wants us ta believe he’s a-walkin 
cross America.62 

Peter: The men in the truck 
laughed meaner than any laugh I 
had ever heard.63 

Man: I’m gonna break ever’ bone 
in yer slimy body, you freak! Yer 
down here fer drug dealin’ and 
I’m gonna kill ya before ya get ar 
youngins.64 

Woman: I thus replied. 

  Since we reach, at last, 

  Thy knees, we beg such 
hospitable fare, 

  Or other gift, as guests are wont 
to obtain. 

  Illustrious lord! respect the 
Gods, and us 

                                                 
59 -Homer, op.cit. 
60 -Jenkins, op.cit. 
61 -ibid. 
62 -ibid. 

  Thy suitors; suppliants are the 
care of Jove           

  The hospitable; he their wrongs 
resents 

  And where the stranger 
sojourns, there is he.65 

Peter: What makes you so brave? 
This fight’s not fair! What 
happens when I whip you? You’re 
so brave ‘cause all of your friends 
in the truck, and if I got you 
down they’d all jump out and 
that’d be it for me…You know 
something…Everyone up North 
and throughout the rest of the 
country expects something like 
this to happen to a Yankee 
walking across Alabama. If you 
beat me up, I’ll have to write 
about you and that will ruin all 
the good things that have 
happened to me in your state.66 

Woman: Cyclops! thou hast my 
noble name enquired, 

  Which I will tell thee. Give me, 
in return, 

  The promised boon, some 
hospitable pledge. 

  My name is Outis, Outis I am 
call'd 

  At home, abroad; wherever I am 

63 -Ibid. 
64 -Ibid. 
65 - Homer, op.cit. 
66 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.222 
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known.67 

Man: Yankee boy, ya knew right 
along I was tryin’ta pick a fight. 
Ya see, my boy’s hooked on them 
drugs “n” been thataway since he 
got back from Vietnam.68 

Woman: What grievous hurt hath 
caused thee, Polypheme! 

  Thus yelling to alarm the 
peaceful ear 

  Of night, and break our 
slumbers? 

   Them answer'd, then, 
Polypheme from his cave. 

  Oh, friends! I die! and Outis 
gives the blow. 

   To whom with accents wing'd 
his friends without.        

  If no man harm thee, but thou 
art alone, 

  And sickness feel'st, it is the 
stroke of Jove, 

  And thou must bear it;69 

Man: I aimed ta whip you good 
‘cause I figured ya were one a’ 
them drug pushers. Come on 
over to tha truck, boy. We gotta 
have a beer tagether.70 

Peter: It flows between us, over 
us, and with us. 

                                                 
67 -Homer, op.cit. 
68 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.222 
69 -Homer, op.cit. 
70 - Jenkins, op.cit. p.223 

   And it is time, strength, tone, 
light, life, and love.71 

Woman: And even substance 
lapsing unsubstantial; 

   The universal cataract of death 

   That spends to nothingness – 
and unresisted72 

Peter: The semi-sized truck had a 
tank full of water to be delivered 
around the Farm…Always in 
control, Cooper ran along the two 
foot bank beside the weaving, 
bouncing truck. He wouldn’t let 
the truck travel by, but leaped 
down off the bank, right under 
the rear…the whole truck lurched 
and went over a big bump.73 

Man: Argus the while, 

  Ulysses' dog, uplifted where he 
lay                

  His head and ears erect. Ulysses 
him 

  Had bred long since, himself, 
but rarely used, 

  Departing, first, to Ilium. Him 
the youths 

  In other days led frequent to the 
chace 

  Of wild goat, hart and hare; but 
now he lodg'd 

71 -Frost, op.cit. 
72 -ibid. 
73 -Jenkins, op.cit.p.208 
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  A poor old cast-off, of his Lord 
forlorn74 

Peter: I knew it was Cooper 
under those wheels. He could 
survive even if his body had taken 
the entire weight of the truck. He 
was forever. Nothing could hurt 
him.75 

Woman: There lay, with dog-
devouring vermin foul             

  All over, Argus; soon as he 
perceived 

  Long-lost Ulysses nigh, down 
fell his ears 

  Clapp'd close, and with his tail 
glad sign he gave 

  Of gratulation, impotent to rise 

  And to approach his master as 
of old.76 

Peter: I knew Coops would wake 
up any minute from being 
knocked unconscious and want to 
play or chase a stick... Hurry! Get 
over here, doc! Tell me quick! 
Will it help to get my dog to a 
doctor? I think he’s knocked out 
or in a coma!77 

Woman: Then his destiny 
released               

  Old Argus, soon as he had lived 
to see 

                                                 
74 -Homer, op.cit. 
75 -Jenkins. Op.cit. p.208 
76 -Homer, op.cit. 
77 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.209 

  Ulysses in the twentieth year 
restored.78 

Man: I’m sorry but your dog is 
dead.79 

Peter: Our life runs down in 
sending up the clock. 

   The brook runs down in 
sending up our life. 

   The sun runs down in sending 
up the brook. 

   And there is something sending 
up the sun.80 

Peter: After walking from Alfred, 
New York to the Gulf Coast, I 
moved into Lipsey 
Hall…Something happened a few 
days later that changed my life 
and my walk forever. ..the 
students were having a party and 
Bill asked me to go…scanning the 
room full of proper preachers and 
students, I saw her.81 

Woman: So saying, she left her 
chamber, musing much 

  In her descent, whether to 
interrogate 

  Her Lord apart, or whether to 
imprint, 

  At once, his hands with kisses 
and his brows. 

  O'erpassing light the portal-step 

78 - Homer, op.cit. 
79 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.209 
80 -Frost, op.cit. 
81 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.270-271 
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of stone             

  She enter'd. He sat opposite, 
illumed 

  By the hearth's sprightly blaze82 

Peter: We fell in love and 
everything got closer to 
heavenly.83 

Man: It was mid-October when 
things went wrong…volcanic love 
began to cool along with the 
weather and winter breezes from 
the Gulf that made the pecan 
trees drop their golden fruit all 
over campus.84 

Woman: Oh, if you take it off to 
lady-land, 

   As’t were the country of the 
Amazons…85 

Peter: Those cool winds and the 
reality of what lay ahead sobered 
Barbara. She realized for the first 
time that if we got married she 
would have to walk the rest of the 
way across America with me.86 

Woman: Let’s change that to we 
three. 

   As you and I are married to 
each other, 

   We’ll both be married to the 

                                                 
82 -Homer, op.cit. 
83 - Jenkins, op.cit. p.279 
84 -Ibid. 
85 -Frost, op.cit. 
86 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.278 
87 - Frost, op.cit. 

brook.87 

Man: Reverend Charles 
Green…told us Mom Beall had 
come all the way from Detroit to 
speak a special message…88 

Woman: The old and wise lady 
began to tell us a story from the 
Old Testament…about Abraham 
and his son, Isaac. Abraham sent 
his best servant to Mesopotamia 
to have a wife from there, 
Rebekah came to the well…the 
servant knew this was the girl for 
Isaac…he followed her home.89 

Man: Rebekah’s family called her 
to them…Will you go with this 
man...Will you go with this 
man...one last time…will you go 
with this man?90 

Peter: So welcome in her eyes 
Ulysses seem'd, 

  Around whose neck winding her 
snowy arms, 

  She clung as she would lose him 
never more.91 

Woman: Peter, I’ll go with you.92 

All: It is this backward motion 
toward the source, 

   Against the stream, that most 

88 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.284 
89- Ibid. 
90 -ibid. 
91 -Homer, op.cit. 
92 -Jenkins, op.cit. p.286 
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we see ourselves in, 

   The tribute of the current to the 
source.  

   It is from this in nature we are 
from. 

   It is most us.93 

Lights slowly down on the actors, 
leaving the image of Morrell’s tent 
camera up as the strains of Leo 
Kottke’s version of “Living in the 
Country” come up and as the sound 
and image fade slowly to black. 

End of play 

 
93 - Frost, op.cit 

  

Check out our poetry catalogue and purchase our titles online. 
www.shipwrecktbooks.com 
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The Unseen 
Lee Henschel Jr. 

 
you drop out of college with only one semester left 

because you’ve been in school too long 
and are tired of the whole thing 
and lose your 2-S Deferment, 

and the Hand draws a Low Lottery Number, 
and you get drafted and sent to the ’Nam 
where you live and die inside the secret lie 

except not the air... 
the air is on fire  

 
you return home to write it 

but can’t because you’re not a writer 
and your words live dead until you understand... 

and you begin to write inside the unseen 
 

gray dawn 
mist in the valleys 

women singing 
they sing of courage and desire, 

they sing to the monks, 
who pray to the cows... and the cows 

are a fallen bodhisattva 
and then to the buffalo boy 

and the red mud caked on his feet 
and to the monsoon rain 

above you, below you, inside you 
inside the sound of bamboo 

and the silver dragon 
her green eyes searching for ancestral ghosts 

who wander the living night 
they sing until... 

in a blue jungle, where the ancient spirits dwell 
there rings a tiny bell 

  

Lee Henschel was drafted in 1970 and served a 
year in Vietnam in an artillery unit. He is a 

member of the Minneapolis writer’s workshop. 
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Vietnam Turns 50! 
Tom Driscoll 

“We were wrong, terribly wrong. We owe it to future generations to explain why.” 
 Robert McNamara in his 1995 memoir about the Vietnam War. 

 

ooking back over the past half-century of American armed conflict 
and adventurism – well, it’s obvious, in 2014, that words like wrong, 
explain, conflict & adventurism have evolved into patriotic pejoratives. 

We live in a post-911 era. Such language implies reckless deployment of 
U.S. troops and treasure. Fifty years after the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution 
unleashed America’s military might on Indochina, our Nation is divided, 
not by the rights and responsibilities of prosecuting war, but by the 
responsibilities and rights of anyone who criticizes a war while there are 
boots on the ground. It’s hard to comprehend. The Vietnam War set off a 
parallel war at home, a debate that pitted one generation against the other. 
 “When did Vietnam appear on your radar screen?” I asked Tim Walz, 
Minnesota’s First District Congressman, in a recent phone interview. First 
elected to the House of Representatives in 2006, Walz became the highest 
ranking NCO ever to serve in Congress. He retired as a Command 
Sergeant Major from the Army National Guard in 2005.  
  “Must have been eight or so, the first memories of the Vietnam War. In 
1972, I was in third grade. I still remember that iconic scroll of names on 
the evening news, so-and-so killed, people talking about the draft.”

L 

Tim Walz discusses the past half-century of conflict and 

veterans’ needs with the editor of Lost Lake Folk Opera. 
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 Nebraskan Tim Walz graduated in a 
class of 25 from Butte High School. 
When he joined the Guard on April 8th 
1981, everyone enlisting with him was a 
volunteer, unlike during the Vietnam 
War when 1.7 million young American 
men were conscripted into service. “It’s 
so strange how time compresses. 
Vietnam seemed so far away when I 
enlisted. But it was clear, all the E6s 
and E7s, many not that much older 
than me, that the vast majority had 
been drafted.” 
 The infamous Draft ended under 
Richard Nixon with the signing of the 
Paris Peace Accords. Nixon also began 
the All Volunteer Force, which has 
been the backbone of the U.S. Military 
for more than 40 years. Of the roughly 
57,000 U.S. forces killed in Vietnam, 
approximately 30-percent were draftees. 
 “A lot of young men were just 
horrified of that draft notice arriving. 
Today, among many of those who were 
drafted, I would say there’s a long, 
lingering anger.” After a moment’s 
reflection, the Congressman added, 
“You never know who’s going to end 
up volunteering. They just do it. I often 
say, that I got far more out of my 
service than I gave.” 
 The Draft, I pointed out, having 
been drafted myself in 1970, was not 
known as an equitable system. Is the 
All-Volunteer Force any better? 
 “There are economic and diversity 
issues that drive some into service. Like 
me. The G.I. Bill was the best way to 
continue my education. Even now, 15-
percent of volunteer-age Americans live 
in rural areas, though rural volunteers 
make up 50-percent of the Force. I 
think the rural work ethic has 
something to do with it. But it’s true 

that military service is not shared 
equally across the spectrum. I do think 
there is a danger that too few bear the 
burden. Some kind of compulsory 
National service, the military being one 
option of many, along the lines the late 
Senator Ted Kennedy supported, may 
be the answer.” 
 The fiftieth birthday that Vietnam 
era Veterans, their families and 
Southeast Asians will observe in August 
actually marks the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution, a now all-too-familiar, but 
novel at-the-time, Congressional 
authorization for the President to take 
military action without formally 
declaring war on Vietnam.  
 Details of the precipitating event, 
the Gulf of Tonkin Incident, are still 
being disputed. Allegedly, an American 
destroyer, the U.S.S. Maddox, was 
attacked by torpedo boats dispatched 
by the North Vietnamese Navy. Some 
argued then, some still argue, that a U.S 
warship initiated the battle. Whatever 
tipped the scale, American military 
involvement in Vietnam escalated 
sharply after August 1964. Under the 
direction of Robert McNamara, 
Defense Secretary from 1961 to 1968, 
serving Presidents John Kennedy and 
Lyndon Johnson, both Democrats, 
relentless air raids, naval bombardment, 
artillery and ground assaults, search-
and-destroy missions, land mines, sea 
mines, napalm, defoliants, pacification 
& assassination were unleashed 
throughout Southeast Asia. 
 The U.S. has engaged in numerous 
conflicts since 1975, yet resisted 
involvement in others – Somalia but 
not Rwanda; Iraq 1, Bosnia, Kosovo, 
Afghanistan, Iraq 2 and Libya, but not 
East Timor, Congo, Darfur, Syria, 



48 |   

 

  Spring 2014 

Georgia, Crimea or Ukraine. When and 
why should the U.S. get involved? I 
asked the Congressman, who is seeking 
a fourth term this year. 
 “How to pick and choose,” Walz 
abridged the question. “I just hope my 
colleagues lose sleep over it like I do. 
First, there’s National Security. And 
human rights. Mass genocide. How do 
you pick and choose? Right now, there 
are problems in China, problems with 
the Muslim Uighurs. How do you 
respond? This is an ongoing debate. 
America is not just a country on a map. 
We’re an idea. But it’s hard when you 
come back to the District and 
somebody asks, ‘How can Congress 
spend more money on a highway in 
Afghanistan than it’s willing to spend 
on Highway 14?’  
 Well, I lose 
sleep over images 
of what a monster 
can do. I worked in 
genocide studies for 
my Masters. 
Sometimes you need a coalition of 
righteous nations to share the 
responsibility. But the critics can’t have 
it both ways. You can’t be against 
taking action and also be against not 
taking action.” 
 It’s hard to locate the precise first 
U.S. footprint in the quagmire of the 
Vietnam War, which many referred to 
at the time as a conflict or even a police 
action, hawks and doves alike, as a way 
to deride the terrible guerilla war’s 
stature in comparison to the great 
victory of World War II, barely two 
decades past, still fresh in America’s 
collective memory. Sometimes lost 
during the loud, well-deserved ovation 
for the Greatest Generation is the fact that 
their children once repudiated them for 

being wrong, strategically, morally and 
historically, about the War, as it was 
known in the barracks, on campuses 
and in the streets at home. 
 It’s not at all inaccurate to suggest 
that the Vietnam War began when 
WWII ended, after Germany fell and 
Japan surrendered its hold on Pacific 
and Asian nations, including Indochina. 
Europe, including France, was free to 
pick up the pieces of its colonial 
empire.  
 The French reoccupied Indochina 
in 1946, triggering resistance led by Ho 
Chi Minh and General Vo Nguyen 
Giap, a struggle for self-determination 
and communist ideology that became a 
war of opportunity for the Chinese in 
1949 after Mao Zedong seized control 

of post-war China.  
 Before the 
decisive French 
defeat at Dien Bien 
Phu in May 1954, 
which resulted in 
north-south 

partition of Vietnam along the 17th 
Parallel, the United States was already 
deeply involved in providing naval and 
air support as well as military advisors 
and CIA field officers in South 
Vietnam.  To prevent Saigon from 
falling under communist rule – part of a 
Cold War scenario known as the 
Domino Theory, first one state then its 
neighbor toppling over – American 
intelligence and military advisors 
remained in Southeast Asia through the 
decade, and beyond. 
 While U.S. troop levels increased 
dramatically between 1960 and 1963, 
the bilateral north vs. south civil 
conflict, a classic insurgency, evolved 
into a full-blown proxy fight between 
the liberal democratic forces of the 

Of the approximately 2.1 million 
combatants wounded in Vietnam, 
310,000 were Americans. 57,000 

U.S. forces died in the War. 
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capitalist West and the totalitarian 
forces of the communist East.  
 There is little if any debate about 
how the War ended. Secretary of State 
in the Nixon Administration, Henry 
Kissinger, signed the Paris Peace 
Accords in January 1973 on behalf of 
the U.S. government. Congress never 
ratified the treaty, however, and the 
North Vietnamese took advantage of 
political turmoil after Richard Nixon 
became embroiled in Watergate, a 
scandal that would force him to resign 
as President in August 1974.  
 The final communist offensive of 
the War began in early 1975. North 
Vietnamese troops entered Saigon, 
capital of the South now known as Ho 
Chi Minh City, on 30-April. Nine days 
later, after a hasty and often reckless 
evacuation that left behind equipment, 
combat dogs and countless Vietnamese 
allies, a small Huey helicopter lifted the 
last remaining Americans off the roof 
of the U.S. Embassy. Many in the Asian 
refugee community continue to observe 
the anniversary, calling it by the 
ignominious name Black April. 
 Since 911, improved battlefield 
medicine has lowered the rate of U.S. 
troops killed in action, but increased 
the rate of wounded. Along with 
WWII, Korean conflict and Vietnam 
War veterans, post-911 veterans join 
the ranks of American service members 

requiring long term physical and mental 
health care. Long term cost of care 
speaks for itself. 
 Congressman Walz, Who speaks 
long term for the wounded, for 
veterans? 
 “Well we all have to. These folks 
left their family and friends behind and 
put their lives on the line to protect our 
way of life.” 
 Seems there’s a new report every 
week about mental health problems 
among veterans. Alarming suicide rates. 
 “Unfortunately, the bulk of the 
suicides are Vietnam era vets,” Walz 
pointed out. “Worse, it comes at a time 
when the older veterans are exactly the 
ones who understand triage, understand 
how to best take care of the new vets 
returning home. We can always do 
better. It’s our responsibility to ensure 
that veterans have the support and care 
they need when they get home. There 
are a lot of really good people working 
for really great organizations dedicated 
to taking care of wounded warriors. 
Vietnam Veterans of America is a 
catalyst for change. In Congress, I’ve 
introduced, and passed into law, 
legislation to update V.A. policies to 
ensure our veterans are able to get the 
comprehensive care that they need to 
gain independence and fully reintegrate 
into their community.”
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Back From Vietnam 

Dee Slinde 
 
As a child in the 60’s, it was hard to understand  
Why they had to send my Dad to some distant land, 
To become a fighting piece of someone’s greater plan. 
You see, my Daddy was a soldier and he fought in Vietnam. 
 
Mama’d wait each day for the postman, hoping letters would arrive, 
Because reading kept her believing that he was still alive, 
But she lived each day in fear of the one from Uncle Sam 
That would tell us that my Daddy had been killed in Vietnam. 
 
Then we heard the news one day, “They’re pulling our boys out!” 
She said, “Your Daddy’s coming home!” and she let out a shout, 
“We were a happy family, we can be that way again. 
It’ll be just like it was before he went to Vietnam.” 
 
He came home one sunny morning; we met him at the train. 
People … standing everywhere … holding signs … screaming names. 
They called my Dad … “Murderer!” … killed women! … kids! … men! 
They made him feel ashamed that he had been in Vietnam. 
 
At night he’d wake up screaming with visions of the dead, 
And I would lay there frightened, hiding ‘neath my bed. 
We thought my Daddy had come home, but we found out instead, 
The war was still going strong inside my Daddy’s head… 
 

 
The years, they fade the memories … At least that’s what they say, 
But you can look into his eyes and see the pain this very day. 
He tries so hard to forget. He does the best he can, 
But will he ever really be back from Vietnam? 

 
 
 

  
Songwriter Dee Slinde is Executive Director of 

the Lanesboro, MN Chamber of Commerce. 
PFC Charles Shotliff, Dee’s father, served in 

Vietnam between 1964 and 1966. 
 



 | 51 
 

Folk Opera  

What is Vietnam, after Iraq? 

Art of Opinion 
 

 

Sergeant Sarvi, headed north into Iraq, 2006 

hough I was too young to remember much of the Vietnam War, I do 
recall the steady progress of the North as they moved on Saigon. The 
newscast video of the withdrawal of our embassy, pushing 

helicopters over the side of aircraft carriers, all burned into my memory. My 
father, a former Marine officer, couldn’t fathom the fact that America had 
lost a war. My service started on February 6, 19 82, the day I enlisted in the 
Army Reserves. The ASVAB test 
with the silly mechanical 
questions, walking the colored 
painted lines on the floor of the 
old federal building in downtown 
Minneapolis to arrive at the next 
medical station only to be poked, 
prodded and questioned endlessly. 

T 

Steve Sarvi has been administrator of 
Lanesboro, Watertown, Victoria and 
Rushford MN. He also served as 
Mayor of Watertown and ran for 
Congress from Minnesota’s 2nd District 
in 2008, losing to incumbent John 
Kline. He lives in Rushford, MN. 

 A veteran of Kosovo and Iraq, Steve 
lives in Rushford.  

 

The ‘shame’ felt at ‘losing’ Vietnam led to a hollowed 
out military incapable of protecting our interests. 

Steve Sarvi 
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 The 1980’s were an interesting time 
to serve in the military. Under Reagan, 
and the vast increase in military 
spending, our pride was back and we 
had some really cool things to play 
with. Two of the squad leaders in my 
platoon were Vietnam vets. One wore 
the Screaming Eagle patch of the 101st 
Airborne Division. Needless to say, I 
learned a lot from those men. They had 
skills one only obtains from being in 
combat, but I don’t recall them telling 
stories about being in combat. They 
certainly didn’t brag about it the way I 
thought I would have if I had been a 
combat vet. 
 A few years later I was part of the 
first ROTC class at the University of 
Minnesota that was allowed to wear our 
Class A uniforms on campus. I also 
recall a story from one of our ROTC 
secretaries who had to hide in the tower 
of the ROTC building the day anti-war 
protesters surrounded the building in 
the late 1960’s. Times sure had 
changed. I mostly felt support from the 
public other than the week spent 
keeping the peace during the Hormel 
Strike. I had always thought that my 
oath of office would have me 
defending against foreign foes not 
domestic ones, but that wasn’t the case. 
It’s an odd feeling having American 
citizens screaming at you; feeling the 
heat of their anger while gripping a riot 
baton.  
 I moved on to serve five years in 
the Active Army, mostly at Fort Carson 
Colorado in a tank battalion. We never 
deployed overseas, in fact the day the 
ground war in Kuwait kicked off I was 
in the delivery room at Evans Army 
Hospital greeting my newborn son into 
the world. Needless to say I’ve always 

felt conflicted about not being in 
combat that day. That tidy 100 hour air 
war transfixed all of us on TV. The 
reality of course is that ground troops 
killed vast amounts of Iraqi soldiers, 
tank on tank, buried them alive in their 
bunkers, and of course close up and 
personal. The pride continued as 
returning troops were treated to ticker 
tape parades. A far too late but sincere 
inclusion of Vietnam vets was 
attempted during these celebrations. 
Many of our senior leaders in the Gulf 
War were Vietnam vets themselves. 
Vietnam vets were there to help new 
vets suffering from Gulf War 
Syndrome. It’s part of our code to care 
for the next generation.  
 The concept of getting involved in 
foreign wars used to be based upon the 
direct threat to the United States. This 
policy has often been violated. In my 
view, we should only commit our 
forces in a military operation when the 
direct security of our nation is at threat, 
or when our nation can make the 
difference to stop genocide. This of 
course is open to interpretation, which 
is why a vigorous debate needs to take 
place before our forces are committed. 
 In 2004 I served a six month tour 
in Kosovo. I can say without any 
hesitation that our nation’s involvement 
in Kosovo saved lives, but I can also 
say that our slow action caused many 
thousands to die. I remember driving 
around a small Kosovar city with their 
mayor who nonchalantly pointed to a 
small grove of trees where, “ten old 
men and young kids were taken from 
their homes and executed by the 
Serbians”.  
 Albanians peacefully lived beside 
Serbs who lived beside Croats for 
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centuries, until hatred was unleashed. 
In an instant, they were killing each 
other, first Serb killing Albanian, then 
Albanian retributions against Serbian 
before NATO could secure the towns. 
The people there told me it would take 
100 years of peace before things change 
permanently. We all are still waiting for 
the first year of peace. 
 The worst day of my life was 
December 4, 2006. I was walking 
breakfast on Camp Adder in Iraq, when 
one of my squad leaders ran past me 
and asked me if I had heard the news 
that one of our soldiers had been killed. 
 Sergeant Nicholas Turcotte was a 
terrific Soldier and a great young man. 
Unfortunately he was in an armored 
vehicle that rolled over, killing him 
instantly. Hundreds of Soldiers on our 
base lined up that night to salute his 
flag draped coffin as it was carried to 
the back ramp of an empty C130 for 
the flight back home to his young 
widow. Now he lies in the hallowed 
ground of Fort Snelling Cemetery. Two 
weeks after that incident another 
Soldier in my platoon lost his arm from 
the elbow down to an IED. A month 
before we left Iraq, a Soldier from 
another unit was killed at one of our 
patrol bases. A Soldier from our 
platoon was assigned the task of 
picking up what was left of him out of 
the perimeter concertina wire.  
 I mention all of this because it’s a 
microcosm of what the military has 
been dealing with since 9-11. Death, 
severe traumatic amputation, and 
mental health problems have touched 
my platoon members. Their 
experiences with the VA health system 
are varied but mostly not favorable. I’ve 
been told of delayed mental health 
evaluations and treatment but very 

quick decisions to provide medications. 
Other groups, mostly headed by 
veterans have stepped in to fill the void. 
Several of my Soldiers attended a camp 
run by the Saratoga War Horse 
Foundation in upstate New York. At 
this camp veterans care for retired 
racehorses. The outcomes are magical. 
Since wounded troops started coming 
home, many groups have been formed 
to assist them. They can make a 
remarkable difference.  
 My first combat patrol in Iraq was 
memorable. I went through our pre-
combat checklist, all equipment ready, 
weapons loaded, radios on, I climbed 
into my Humvee and slammed the 
door shut only to have the window fall 
into my lap. My Humvee had a ¼-inch 
thick metal door, not the up-armored 
vehicles that came into use later. I 
recalled Donald Rumsfeld saying that 
you go to war with the army you have 
not the one you want. At that moment 
I wanted to be someplace else! A few 
weeks later and in typical army fashion 
we were instructed that it was unsafe to 
take that vehicle out on patrols 
anymore. One day it’s ok, the next it’s 
not.  
 I certainly endorse the downsizing 
of the military, both in budget and 
manpower. We can’t sustain the rate of 
spending when there’s so many other 
needs, especially in these times of going 
to war and not raising funds to pay for 
it. One of the effects of our spending 
spree in the 1980’s was the fall of the 
Soviet Union and breakup of the 
Warsaw Pact.  
 The Soviets simply couldn’t keep 
up with the pace of spending, and if 
we’re not careful, we may face the same 
outcome. Moreover, national leaders 
who have these finely tuned war 
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machines at their beck and call are only 
going to be too quick to use them first 
rather than pursue peaceful methods. 
 In many ways our military is a 
mirror of our nation. The “shame” felt 
at “losing” 
Vietnam led 
to a 
hollowed out 
military 
incapable of 
protecting 
our interests. 
The stories I 
heard about 
military life 
back in the 
1970’s curled 
my buzz cut 
hair. This 
wasn’t the 
draft army, 
however, it 
was the first 
volunteer 
army. The 
nation 
turned its 
back on the 
military, and 
the military 
did the same to itself. These days 
there’s an aversion to risk at a national 
level that has trickled down to the unit 
on the ground. Missions were scrapped 
or severely restricted if all risks couldn’t 
be reduced. This affects the 
ability to do the job properly and 
certainly affects the decisions of 
where our nation’s leaders 
determine we should become 
engaged or not. Fighting a war is 
a dirty business it involves risk of 
death, destruction and injury. Anyone 
who thinks a drone operator 

in Nevada or some button pusher can 
win a war is delusional.  
 In Bosnia, our country stood aside 
for the most part and watched genocide 
occur. And this certainly was the case in 

Rwanda. 
The second 
Iraq war was 
unnecessary, 
very much a 
war of 
convenience. 
I hope our 
nation, our 
leaders, will 
oppose 
similar 
conflicts in 
the future. 
How would 
things would 
have turned 
out had we 
maintained a 
single focus 
on success in 
Afghanistan 
rather than 
diverting our 
resources to 
Iraq?  

 Personally, I fully endorse 
mandatory National service by all 
Americans, at some point in their lives. 
Service can be in the military, Peace 
Corps, Americorps, or other related 

organization. Statistics show that 
there’s great inequity and diversity 
in the Armed Forces, but I must 
say that in my 25 years of service, 
I was surrounded by a very 
representative cross section of 
America in terms of ethnicity and 

economic background. While I only 
served with troops who 

 STEVE SARVI enlisted in the Army just days after he 
turned 17, serving with 3rd Battalion, 3rd Infantry before 
returning to the University of Minnesota where he 
received a Political Science degree. Commissioned as a 2nd 
lieutenant after completing the ROTC program, Steve 
served as a tank platoon leader and company executive 
officer in 1-94 Armor Battalion in the Minnesota Army 
National Guard. 
 From 1987 to 1992, he served in the Regular Army as 
a tank platoon leader, company executive officer and 
assistant battalion operations officer at Fort Knox, Fort 
Carson and Fort Benning, attaining the rank of Captain 
before his return to civilian life.  
 Steve rejoined the National Guard seven years later as 
an NCO, serving as an infantry fire team leader, squad 
leader and platoon sergeant. He spent six months in 
Kosovo on a peacekeeping mission with the 2-135 
Infantry. 
 Then, during Operation Iraqi Freedom, Sergeant Sarvi 
spent 17 months with the 1-34 Brigade Combat Team on 
the longest deployment any unit in that conflict – in fact, 
it was the longest combat deployment of any American 
unit since WWII. Steve retired from the military in 2012. 
His major awards include the Bronze Star, Meritorious 
Service Medal, Meritorious Unit Citation, NATO Medal, 
and Parachutist Wings. 

Minnesota Army National Guard 
Red Bulls 
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volunteered I can’t look down on those 
who were drafted or even those who 
made the decision to avoid the draft. 
Making this most difficult of decisions 
is one that each person has to search 
inside for the answer. There are pros 
and cons to a draft army and one built 

on volunteers. I often had to remind 
the Soldiers I served with that they 
volunteered, first to serve, then to serve 
in a combat arms assignment. It’s not 
easy to accept the consequences of this 
decision, certainly not when you’re 18 
years old.  
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Lanesboro’s 
Crown Jewels 

 
   

  Heart of Ellida necklace by Liz Bucheit. Handmade fine   

silver filigree, hand cut Morgan Hill Poppy Jasper, carnelian, 

yellow jade and fresh water pearls. 
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Two Rivers ring by Michael Seiler 

 Hand fabricated 14kt white gold and diamond ring  
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Feather Necklace by Liz Bucheit 

Hand crafted fine silver filigree. 
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Leopard Skin Jasper Egg pendant  by Michael Seiler. Hand 

cut leopard skin jasper with multicolored pearls, bead set 

faceted citrines mounted in sterling silver. 
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Aurora Tiara by Liz Bucheit.  

Jewelry rendering and work in progress for  

Rochester Children’s Dance Theater 

2014 production of Sleeping Beauty. 
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Banded Agate and Opal Pendant by Michael Seiler. 

Hand cut banded agate, Ethiopian opal set in 14kt yellow gold. 

 

 The oldest artist owned and operated business on 

Parkway Avenue, Lanesboro, Crown Trout Jewelers’ 

award winning designers, LIZ BUCHEIT & MICHAEL SEILER, 

specialize in custom jewelry, repair services and classes.  
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Warm Sundays 
Jake Teeny 
 

 

s the electrician left, he casually remarked that I wasted a lot of 
energy with the stove so close to the refrigerator. I wanted to tell 
him that I never baked anything, just used the burners to make my 

daily cup of freeze-dried coffee, but it was easier to smile and thank him. 
All the outlets in the kitchen—the most bothersome one to the left of the 
sink—had been malfunctioning until he fiddled with the wiring. But such 
were the woes of living in my mother’s old house. The kitchen had always 
been her favorite spot. Floral print around the ceiling. A collection of pots 
and pans along the wall. I mostly ate out, though, or used the microwave 
to prepare any food. Sadly, boiling water was the most I ever did with the 
stove. I always drank that morning coffee in the kitchen, though, maybe 
reading, maybe thinking, staring 
through the transparent, green 
curtains to the quiet neighborhood 
of my youth. 

A 

Writer and blogger Jake Teeny is a 
graduate student at Ohio State 

University, working toward a 
doctorate in social psychology. 

I raised the gun to my shoulder and 
took aim at the creature. I pulled the 
trigger and a BB darted into its wing. 
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 If I ever had to unexpectedly put 
my coffee down, I would take some 
novel left nearby and cover the mug to 
retain the heat. It always imparted a 
slight taste of off-white pages, but I 
didn’t mind. As long it was hot. Even 
when I was young, I got cold easily, my 
feet and hands first to succumb. But a 
toasty cup of coffee always stuffed me 
with warmth. Heated me from the 
inside out. 
 Summers in Portland, Oregon were 
never as hot as I would have liked; I 
always had to manufacture the warmth 
I desired. Lay in the sun a little too 
long. Sit in the car with all the windows 
rolled up. But at the end of elementary 
and middle school summers, my father 
would take my brother and I out to the 
East Oregon desert to go hunting, and 
there, the blazing sun would bake every 
inch of my bared skin, like the 
handprint of God all over me. It was a 
two-hour drive along I-84 East beside 
the Columbia River to get there. My 
father and uncle talking in the front. My 
brother and I playing travel versions of 
Scrabble, Guess Who, Sorry, in the 
back. I always loved the drive best. The 
gentle vibration. My brother’s laughter. 
The reel of evergreens outside. Just sit 
there, play, read, watch, ride. When we 
got closer to the cabin, I would feel a 
wisp of disappointment, like the 
tapping realization on Saturday night 
that Sunday would have to come the 
next day. 
 When I was eleven, a heat wave 
struck the East Oregon steppe, the roll 
of sagebrush, shale, and dolloped hills 
crouched beneath the blue sky, the 
drawling breeze lost within the sun’s 
clamor. My boots kicked up puffs of 
dirt, my child’s toes swamped in two 

layers of wool socks, sweltering in their 
attempt to fit properly inside my 
father’s leather boots. My younger 
brother walked in front of me, my 
younger cousin behind, as we marched 
down the single road shaved from the 
wilderness, the single road cut from the 
vacant highway to our 1960s-era cabin. 
My beige vest, the same color as the 
galloping land around us, itched terribly 
against my naked shoulder blades, and 
the camouflage BB gun clutched tightly 
like a soldier on the march had begun 
to chafe my palms. But a hunter doesn’t 
speak of pain in his heels, or sweat 
oozing down his side, or the pinch and 
grate of his jeans in his crotch. Only 
little boys do that. And that warn 
Sunday, like every one prior to it, I 
didn’t want to be a little boy.  
 I was a hunter. 
 “That one?” called Eli from behind.  
I turned, the butt of the gun sliding into 
the meat of my shoulder, my cheek 
pressing against the rough plastic, my 
left eye closed. I spotted nothing. 
 “Never mind,” said our cousin as 
he kicked a rock. “Just a heat shine.” 
 I lowered my gun back to its parade 
hold and saw my little brother hadn’t 
even drawn. Caleb smiled at me, his 
tiny-lipped grin trying to express some 
hidden joke at our cousin’s expense. 
But my face remained stoic. We were 
hunting. This wasn’t time for jokes. 
Not yet. 
 Both Friday and Saturday had 
already passed in this yellowy land, and 
each morning we had woken before the 
sun, hunted across the half-desert, 
stuffed sandwiches in our bellies for 
lunch, deer steaks in them for dinner. 
And each night we burrowed into the 
sleeping bags on our simple cots, my 
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curled brother on my right, my snoring 
father on my left. 
 I had seen plenty of tweety-birds all 
weekend—what my father and uncle 
called sparrows and jays and the other 
flittering birds you didn’t buy a tag to 
hunt. They were the only animals our 
BB guns had a chance at felling. And 
even they, with their flight feathers, 
down feathers, and fatty skin, were 
tough to puncture with our copper 
pebbles. But we tried and hoped. For 
that’s what I had been told hunters do. 
They try and hope.  
 The curving road continued until 
the cabin appeared, tucked just behind 
the bend. It was a dark wooded, shabby 
home built in the middle of nowhere. It 
had a kitchen, a dining table, a room 
lined with cots, a bathroom, and a 
game-cleaning room. It was a man’s 
cabin. A hunter’s cabin. One that I told 
myself I was only a guest in until I, too, 
became a man. Until I, too, became a 
hunter. 
 “There’s one!” called Eli again.  
 I spun, the BB gun slipping into its 
socket, my right eye in line with the 
sight. I followed his gesture and the red 
bead at the end of my barrel caught a 
flutter of brown. I pulled the trigger. 
 Click. 
 I missed and began to pump air 
back into my gun to fire another. 
 Pumpclack—Pumpclack—Pumpclack. 
Click. 
 The tweety-bird had flickered away, 
found a clump of sagebrush to perch 
on, the dip and swirl of my BB 
impossible to aim at that distance. I 
ground my teeth and debated if I 
should lead my troops after it; I was the 
oldest. My brother looked at me 
expectantly, his dark eyes ready to 
follow me after the sun itself if I 

headed there. But I shook my head. 
 “Leave it. We’ll find another.” 
 Eli nodded. My brother smiled. I 
continued walking. 
 Another ten minutes and we were 
back at the cabin, our fathers and 
uncles moving around the expansive 
porch under the shade of the overhang, 
their shirts off, their stomachs out, cans 
of beer clutched in their hands, 
laughing and joking and packing up. It 
was Sunday, late afternoon, the two-
hour drive back to Portland soon to 
come. 
 Seeing the ice chest of water on the 
table, my brother scurried toward it. 
 “Hey!” said my father, and Caleb 
immediately righted himself, the nose 
of his gun pointed up in the air, away 
from the rest of the men. “You’ve got 
to be careful.” 
 I marched up next, my muzzle 
directed as upright as my aching back 
would allow. 
 “Sorry, Dad,” he said, his r’s 
slipping into soft w’s. I would make 
sure he practiced his speech therapy 
exercises on the ride home. 
 “Guns are dangerous. They’re not 
toys.” 
 Caleb’s already reddened face 
became redder, and I knew he was 
chewing on the inside of his cheeks. 
 “Just be aware is all,” said my father 
gently. “Now let me take care of that 
while you get some water.” 
 Caleb brightened instantly and 
handed over the BB gun to rush to the 
ice chest. 
 “Get anything?” asked my father as 
I approached. 
 I looked away, shook my head. 
 “There’s always next weekend. 
Don’t be so hard on yourself.” 
 I nodded and placed my gun next 
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to my brother’s leaning against the 
cabin wall. A sigh spread my lips. There 
was always next weekend. 
 Caleb came back toward me and 
handed over an unopened water bottle, 
sweat dripping down its side. “Thanks,” 
I mumbled and cracked the lid, let the 
coldness wash away the hot dusty air 
inside my mouth and slide down to 
chill my lungs. I wiped my lips with the 
back of my hand and gave him the 
drink. He downed it hungrily. 
 “You see anything?” asked my 
uncle as he approached, pushing his 
glasses flush against his brow. His large 
nose, just like my father’s, just like mine 
would be one day, was pink and sweaty 
from the heat. 
 “Yeah, we saw a few,” I said. “They 
were too far, but—” 
 “One wasn’t too far,” said my 
cousin from behind. “He just missed.” 
 “I didn’t miss!” 
 “You didn’t hit it.” 
 “That’s ‘cause it was too far.” 
 “You still missed then.” 
 I ground my teeth. “At least I have 
a gun to shoot at them.” 
 “I have a gun!” 
 “You didn’t bring it.” 
 “‘Cause my dad wouldn’t let me.” 
 “You still don’t have a gun then.” 
 Eli opened his mouth to speak but 
scowled instead. My uncle chuckled, his 
thick mustache scrunched. “At least 
you boys got a shot off. We didn’t even 
see a bird out there.” 
 “Not that your uncle could have hit 
it,” added my father as he dragged a 
chair over the concrete. “I would have 
sworn he took his glasses off.” 
 “Only to stop staring at your ugly 
mug.” They both laughed, and I forced 
a smile. I looked at my own brother 
caught in some daydream, gazing at the 

sepia landscape as he sipped his water. 
 “Hey look,” said Caleb, slowly 
raising his hand. 
 Up on the power line that wound 
its way from the highway to our cabin 
were a dozen or so tweety-birds. Still as 
sleep they sat. Still as death. 
 I froze. My bones all clicked into 
place as I stared up at them. They were 
here. It was now. In front of everyone. 
Everyone…And they were so still. So 
completely stationary… 
 “Well, go get ‘em,” said my father 
with a gentle clap on my shoulder. And 
a few labored breaths and crunching 
boot steps later, I stood beneath the 
platter of birds. Not a single one had 
moved as I approached. Their little 
brown bodies, their wings clasped 
against their sides, just sitting there. 
Not even the subtle breeze disrupted 
their meditation. 
 My brother stood behind me, his 
BB gun pointed carelessly at my 
unarmed cousin. 
 “Well, ya gonna shoot or what?” 
asked Eli.  
 I ignored the comment. I just 
wanted to watch them for another 
moment. Wanted to know if they 
would fly away, scatter as I stared, flap 
into the blue if I cleared my throat. 
There was still time. But the sound of a 
slamming car door echoed behind me, 
and I saw the first hint of movement. 
One of the little brown birds cocked its 
head. 
 The time had come. 
 I raised the gun to my shoulder, 
paused, pumped more air into it for 
extra power, raised it again to my 
shoulder, then aligned the red bead at 
the tip of the barrel. 
 Click. 
 Not a single bird moved. 
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 “You missed!” sneered my cousin. 
 “‘Cause you won’t shut up,” 
snapped my little brother, the tip of his 
gun still pointed at my cousin’s shin. 
 I knew all of the adults had to be 
watching, judging. Was I a hunter? Was 
I a man?  My father had already been 
using a shotgun at this age, while I still 
used this…toy. I pumped more air into 
my gun, aimed, and fired. 
 This time one of the birds fluttered 
a foot off the wire, showed me the 
secret white feathers on the inside of its 
wings. Slowly, though, it settled back. 
 I gritted my teeth and pumped 
more air into the gun, my brother still 
yet to raise his. I directed the tip toward 
the power line again and pulled the 
trigger.  
 One of them squawked and shook 
its wings, and the other birds all broke 
from their stupor, the birds on the edge 
even beginning to hop along the wire. I 
pumped more air into the gun and 
readied another BB. I shot at the same 
bird that had alerted the others. Its 
body shook from the impact.  
 Suddenly, all the birds were 
confused and flapping. A fat bird 
leaped upward and flew. Another 
skittered farther away. Mine remained, 
feet curled around the wire, using its 
wings to balance in place. It didn’t fly. 
It couldn’t. So I fired again, and the 
birds heaved a volley of frightened 
chirps at me, and two more flew into 
the blue. 
 Then, without another shot, my 
bird toppled off the wire and fell to the 
ground, its wings flipped outward in a 
last chance to stall the crash. Without 
hesitating, I rushed over to the creature, 
my child’s heart careening between my 
chest and my throat. The pain in my 
back was gone. The heat in my shoes 

had left. There was only my breath and 
my pulse. My breath and my pulse. 
 I found it in a clearing, the bird’s 
body circled by weeds. Behind me, my 
brother had finally started shooting at 
the confused, remaining birds, the click 
of his shots and my cousin’s critiques 
just a garble of noise as I stared at the 
animal before me. 
 It could have fit within the cup of 
my hands. Wings powdered with dirt, a 
spot of feathers bent askew from my 
shot. It lay still. 
 And then its eye opened.  
 That tiny black dewdrop blinked at 
me. Its beak worked up and down 
trying to chirp, trying to cry. Its body 
shook on the ground. Its wings tried to 
unfurl, to push itself farther away. 
 Nausea rose in my throat, and my 
stomach swelled with a hollow 
coldness. What should I do? It’s dying! 
It’s hurting! I had seen my father kill 
wounded pheasants by gripping their 
throats, choking them until they died, 
or spinning them by their heads to snap 
their neck. But this one was so small. 
Just a tweety-bird. Just a dying tweety-
bird… 
 I raised the gun to my shoulder and 
took aim at the creature. I pulled the 
trigger and a BB darted into its wing. 
The bird’s whole body jumped a 
fraction, but its beak continued 
moving, its eye continued blinking, its 
body continued trying to push itself 
farther away. 
 I raised my gun again and fired. The 
same result. I fired again. The same. 
 Pumpclack—Pumpclack—
Pumpclack—Pumpclack. 
 I charged as much air as I could 
behind the shot. My hand cramped as I 
gripped the pump as tightly as I could. 
Die! I screamed in my head. Die! Just die! 
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But it refused. Its beak still moving, its 
eye still blinking, its body still trying to 
push itself farther away. 
 I felt my nose clog and tears burn at 
the corner of my eyes. My whole body 
wanted to convulse with sobs as I kept 
raising the gun, pulling the trigger, 
pumping in more air. 
 And then it stopped. 
 The heartbeat that had begun when 
its beak cracked the 
shell finally stopped. 
The sound of the pump 
smacking the bottom of 
my gun finally stopped. 
The frantic, hurting 
voice battering my 
thoughts, finally 
quieted, finally slowed, 
finally stopped. It was 
over. 
 I shakily reached 
down and picked up the 
bird in my numb hands. 
A dribble of blood 
from its beak tattooed a 
crimson dot beneath 
my index finger. I 
looked toward the cabin 
and saw that no one 
was watching. Even my 
brother stood fixated 
on the power line. And 
all of a sudden, another 
bird dropped, Caleb 
cheering, his gun raised 
above his head in 
triumph; my cousin’s jealous eyes 
scrunched behind him. I looked back to 
the cabin, to the men who now packed 
up the car, to the hills we would hunt 
next weekend, to the bird cradled in my 
palms. 
 I had done it. I had accomplished 
what I had always wanted. I had 

become a hunter. I had felt the warmth 
of a lifeless bird, the softness of evasive 
feathers. I had tried and hoped and 
succeeded. The tired heat of the late 
afternoon warmed the back of my neck; 
that crimson drop still mottled my 
palm. I stared down at the quiet bird 
and took a flat breath of the arid 
country, God’s country, and tried, 
without really trying, to remind myself 

that this was just 
another Sunday. But 
that fistful of 
motionless feathers 
kept me from believing 
it. Kept me a boy when 
I still wanted to be a 
man. 
 We didn’t play any 
board games on the 
two-hour ride home, 
my transparent 
reflection in the glass all 
I sought. I wanted to 
ask my Dad to leave the 
AC off, to just let that 
thick warmth inside the 
SUV press on me, fill 
the thin gap between 
shirt and skin, let it slide 
drowsily into my lungs 
until I slept. But I knew 
he and my uncle 
wouldn’t want that. 
They would want Billy 
Joel on the speakers, 
cool air from the vents, 

me to practice those speech exercises 
with Caleb. But maybe the next Sunday, 
I told myself, the next two-hour drive 
home, I would ask. I would simply ask 
for the car’s gentle purr, my brother’s 
head on my shoulder, that enveloping 
summertime warmth on the outside 
and in. 
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Unwise Words – 2 Poems 

James Scannell McCormick 
 

 
1. 
 
Stop.  You know I’m not the man who’s never slept. 
I read about him somewhere.  But I’m thinking of him 
 
Tonight as I’m not sleeping.  He never slept, even as  
A baby.  His grandfather was the same way:  never slept, 
 
Never needed sleep.  Never sleepy.  There’s nothing wrong with him, 
The man who’s never slept; the doctors say he isn’t  
 
Sick.  He just never sleeps.  What does he think about  
In the white hours of others’ sleeping?  What’s he thinking  
 
About now?  What’s he doing?  The man who’s never slept 
Isn’t counting sheep.  But then neither am I; right now  
 
2.  
 
I’m counting helicopters as they score and rescore the night 
Sky above Belmont Shore.  Night patrol.  What would they see, 
 
What would they find, so high above powerlines buzzing black, 
Above jacarandas blooming purple-blue into the emulsion of night? 
 
Right now I’m counting shades of white in a country 
Of a thousand whites:  cherry, majolica, terra-cotta, chrysoprase.  Counting  
 
Kinds of bougainvillea: “Camarilla Fiesta,” “Tahitian Dawn,” “Mary Palmer’s 
Enchantment”... 
Counting to the chunk, chunk, chunk of the second hand  
 
Of my blue wooden clock.  To the heart thunking out 
Its love song...“Feckless Pink.”  “White Betrayal” — I’m lying now — 
 
 
 
 
 
 

James Scannell McCormick holds a 
doctorate in creative writing-poetry from 

Western Michigan University.  He currently 
lives and teaches in Rochester, MN. 
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3. 
 
Lying in bed.  Longing in bed.  What do you care?   
You’re not my lover.  I wouldn’t let my lover know  
 
I wasn’t asleep.  Stop.  My landlady has a dog.  When  
He was a puppy, he’d bite her hands.  To teach  
 
Him not to, she stuck her finger down his throat. 
Every time, he’d gag, then bite her hands.  Five times (…) 
In a row.  Finally, she broke down, sobbed, tried to 
Explain to him that he just couldn’t bite her hands.  
 
This is another poem I’ll have to keep for you. 
This is another poem I’ll have to keep from you. 
 
4. 
 
If nothing else, let’s run off to California and live  
On the beach.  Counting breakers, shells, gulls, grains of sand… 
 
We could do it, man.  We could.  Why did you 
Say that?  Stop:  Why did you say that to me? 
 
Blood thuds in my ankle, the right one, which I 
Sprained the other day:  after another bad night, I opened 
 
The door, stepped out into the breathless white fog of 
Morning, and fell over.  My ankle just gave out on 
 
The threshold.  I was unbalanced from a lack of sleep, 
I guess.  Tonight I’m thinking of the man who’s never 
 
5. 
 
Slept.  Tonight I’m thinking of the hummingbird windchime outside that  
The wind never rings.  Tonight I’m thinking of a song— 
 
Hanging on a frequency and burning like a fire—Boy, 
You’ve got the motions down, it’s getting late, I’m tired, 
 
And I’ve lost control — Don’t leave me here — Time is 
Running out — Take me down the highway like a rocket 
 
 



70 |  

 

Spring 2014  

To the ocean, we can run — The man who’s never  
Slept has never dreamed.  What does he think, hearing his 
 
Lover asleep?  Does he long to ask, What does it  
Feel like?  Where do you go to, all the white  
 
6. 
 
Hours of night?  If I slept, I’d dream my landlady 
Said, Stop.  Don’t be self-indulgent:  Admit he’s in love 
 
With you.  That’s as much as any one of us  
Gets.  Stop.  You’re not my lover.  Please call me.  Call  
 
Me.  Does the man who’s never slept even stay and  
Wonder about his sleeping lover?  Today could last another million 
 
Years—today could see the end of me – It’s 11:59, 
and I want to stay alive.  I want to stay (…) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Unwise Words to the Land of Silver 
 

My mother, on hands and knees, sweeps up crumbs, laving 
The tiles in her tears.  I mean that:  laving.  My 
Father orders me, You’ll keep a civil tongue in your 
Head.  Once, your black Madrid fan waved the heat.  You 
 
Talked and talked.  I must have been anyone.  Como e’tá? 
I heard you say to someone—not me.  He vuelto, 
Sí…  Land of no rhyming word, land far from silver 
Gulls that rush from the dayred sun into the dayblack 
 
West, its saltpinch stars and fading thumbprint moon.  Birch and 
Maple, both called silver.  Gobbets of fleshwhite snow.  My silver 
Finger-rings yellow on a cord around the bedpost.  You’re 
The one reading this and this and this.  My advice 
 
To you would be:  If you’re about to be born,  
Expect nothing in life.  Know that you’ll receive even less.  
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Don’t Dodge the Draft 
Art of Opinion 

 
e need a draft to have a reasonable debate about our wars. 
George Washington wrote at the end of his Presidency: It may be 
laid down as a primary position, and the basis of our system, that every 

Citizen who enjoys the protection of a free government, owes not only a proportion of his 
property, but even of his personal service, to defense of it. 
 
 Benjamin Franklin said much the same thing though a bit differently 
two decades earlier at the 
beginning of our future 
nation’s discussions over 
going to war against the 
British Empire. There is 
nothing like the thought of being 
hung to focus the mind. 

W 

“Fifty years ago this summer the Vietnam War began.” 

Dr. Ron Glasser 

Dr. Ronald J. Glasser, a Minneapolis 
physician, is author of the acclaimed book 
about the Vietnam War, 365 Days, which 
draws on his experiences as an Army hospital 
physician in the late 1960s. Wounded: 
Vietnam to Iraq, is his latest book. 

Blood Moon - April 2014 eclipse 
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 The issue at the heart of both statements is identical. Not to have some 
kind of personal involvement and even risk in issues of war and peace is to 
allow a kind of indifference or recklessness to enter the discussions that 
does not serve any real national purpose and is sure to end in both political 
confusion and personal 
tragedy. 
 Decisions of going to war 
without the majority of a 
nation being willing to 
actually fight result in what 
can only be called “political 
wars”, wars that are not 
fought for national security, 
but wars that are put into 
place for political or policy 
reasons rather than out of 
real necessity. These political 
wars, usually trumpeted by 
political hacks, offer only 
vague reasons for 
committing our armed 
forces, where any kind of 
winning is always hard to 
define and ultimate victory is 
presented as some kind of 
distant far-off illusion. 
Because there is ultimately 
nothing important at risk, 
these wars are what 
politicians can offer up as 
wars that can be fought on the cheap. While real wars of necessity end in 
military victory or military failure, political wars usually end by everyone 
losing interest. Eventually, the tedium and casualties and the loss of 
treasure become too great to ignore, and the wars are simply abandoned 
and closed down while everyone pretends it wasn’t all that important. Or 
that none of it ever really mattered much anyway. 
  

 Unlike Vietnam, where the number of 
casualties to deaths was 2.4-to-1, in this 
war [Iraq] the ratio is 16-to-1. Because of 
better body armor and improvements in 
battlefield medicine, soldiers survive 
today who would have been dead in 
Vietnam. It is not the graveyard that is 
legacy of this war, but the neurosurgical 
unit and the orthopedic ward. 
 I would have liked to remind the 
students [in a 2006 talk to UCLA 
freshmen] that National Guard and 
Reserve Units make up 40 percent of the 
troops in Iraq and Afghanistan. At any 
one time, there are more than 15,000 
National Guard troops on the ground in 
Iraq who are over 55 years of age. The 40 
percent of those doing the fighting and 
being killed and wounded are these 
students’ neighbors. You’d think they’d 
be concerned or at least interested. 

Fragment reprinted from a 2007 
Huffington Post article with 
permission from Ron Glasser. 
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There was a man who lived
Molly McDonald 

 

here was a man who lived in a land where the seasons divvied up 

the year into four even pieces. Most of the time he appreciated 

each in its own right but, as the years skipped on, he found himself 

sinking deeper and deeper into a winter depression that felt like icy 

tentacles around his heart and balls. His lips cracked and he couldn't inhale 

without coughing or sobbing. His house was a prison was a coffin was the 

stiff wood of a cabin door that he clung to as he floated in an ocean of 

darkness after the shipwreck of autumn. He decided that he'd wait until his 

tan faded and then he would fade 

away himself. The promise of 

spring was a carrot on a stick.

T 

Molly McDonald is a former farm kid 
living the dream in Ames, Iowa. 

Especially the dream where you forget 
your pants and everyone laughs at you. 

 

He left North Dakota the very next day, wondering 
what he’d been thinking as the seatbelt signs flickered. 
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 Every night the man dreamt that all 

his teeth fell out which he took as a 

sign that he wouldn’t be able to chew 

or appreciate the coming years anyway. 

 The man sat in his arm chair and 
watched the television through 
mouthfuls of mashed potatoes. The 
commercials offered him things he 
wanted but couldn’t summon the 
energy to seek out. His world became 
what he reached for from his chair, a 
shuffled line from the living room to 
the bathroom to the kitchen. 
Eventually he ran out of food but 
waited two more days until he needed 
toilet paper to go to the store. He 
walked carefully through the snow, 
watching his feet break through a layer 
of frost over and over again like an 
angry fist through a window.  
 A car drove by, going too fast, 
Public Enemy bouncing from the back 
seat and bleeding from cracks in the 
windows. The man stopped in his 
tracks like he was making plaster casts 
of his feet. The sun was going down so 
he knew that it must be just about 4:30 
but he checked the giant clock hanging 
from his neck anyway. “What’s my 
fucking problem?” he thought to 
himself. “My name is Flava Flav, my 
tan is never gonna fade and I can do 
whatever the fuck I want.” The man 
tossed his purple ostrich plumed hat in 
the air and dry humped the sunset with 
a new vigor infused with fairy dust and 
possibility.  
 He left North Dakota the very next 
day, wondering what he’d been thinking 
as the seatbelt signs flickered on and he 
started his decent into the humid, 
oppressive warmth of rural Mississippi.  
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Metamorphoses 
Ed Bok Lee 
 
 
We first spotted three bodies up in the basswood,  
Their faces and speech flickering amid bark and foliage.  
  
Waiting out a flash June shower.   
Mother, father, and daughter passing tamales  
And one orange Fanta on branches fluttering leaves.     
  
Eventually soggy others in the wide park got inspired.     
An oak, and soon a far cottonwood shivering (and snapping) to life.   
One skater calling until hoisted up by tattooed arms.  
Elsewhere, jogging sneakers, flip-flops, and black boots dangling like fruit! 
  
Even the balmy blusters, the tooth-sized ice, seemed to smile.     
  
I took your hand on the grass and we too sprinted 
Never thinking: Pink memories, slowly mid-blossom. In this 
Secret kingdom, thunder that caresses skin.  
The world will happen.  
But inside, we are dry and alive and still 
Perfectly balanced.  
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Ed Bok Lee is the author of Whorled, winner of an American 
Book Award and a Minnesota Book Award, and of Real Karaoke 
People, winner of a PEN/Open Book Award. Ed, who holds an 
MFA from Brown and teaches at Metropolitan University in 
Minneapolis, is assisting the Lanesboro Arts Center to develop 
the Arts Campus project, an initiative that will integrate arts and 
culture in the social and physical infrastructure of Lanesboro, 
MN. As part of the project, Ed will facilitate creation of a Poetry 
Parking Lot, which will display Haiku in one of Lanesboro’s 
municipal parking lots. Interested in displaying your Haiku in 
the Poetry Parking Lot? Poets will be called to submit their 
Haiku in early June. Check www.lanesboroarts.org for details. 

 

http://www.lanesboroarts.org/
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I hear a Folk Opera 
The Art of Opinion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

n case you flipped open to this page first and missed the attention 

Folk Opera has paid to the Vietnam War, it’s been fifty years since the 

U.S. decided to escalate its military involvement there; forty years – 
next April – since Saigon fell to the North Vietnamese, forcing 

Americans still in-country two years after a ceasefire agreement, to flee. 

Folk Opera is collaborating with 

Veterans groups, churches, members 
of the anti-war & Draft resistance 
movements, as well as members of the 
Asian-American refugee community, 
to collect stories, poems, songs and 
essays that reflect on the past half-

century of conflict. Spring 2015, Folk 
Opera, which is a Shipwreckt Books 

imprint, will publish a fortieth 
anniversary anthology tentatively 
entitled Black April. If you know 
someone with a story to tell about the 
era, encourage them to write it down, 
submit it, share it. 

I 
Folk Opera will consider letters to the 

editor, opinion pieces and unsolicited 
feature articles of up to 3,000 words, 
and invites you to tackle just about 
any issue relevant to thoughtful 
readers so long as you don’t 
proselytize, spew invective, repeat 
Internet twaddle, media sound bites, 
political platitudes or otherwise fail to 
think clearly and crisply when you 
make your case. Write down what 
you have to say, then read what 
you’ve written, then rewrite it as 
necessary before you hit send. After 
all, if you can’t change the world, at 
least you can bake us a tasty pie.  

Send emails to contact@shipwrecktbooks.com. 



| 77 

 

Folk Opera  

 If you’re an All-Volunteer veteran 
with a memory of the military transition 
from Draft to volunteer force, like 
former Lanesboro city administrator, 
Steve Sarvi, or perhaps a child growing 
up in a war-scarred environment, 
watching and listening, like director of 
the Lanesboro Chamber of Commerce, 
Dee Slinde, speak out, put your 
experience into words.  
 Maybe you signed up for combat, 
joined the Marines, or became a fighter 
pilot? Were you were a non-combat 
draftee, or a conscientious objector, a 
medic? If you have an aunt or an uncle 
who protested the war or went to 
Canada to avoid the Draft, urge them 
to tell their war story.  
 Memoir or fiction, if the War 
touched you, repulsed or inspired you, 
express it. After a half-century of 
conflict, war has touched – or it should 
have touched – every American. 
Thanks to the success and excellence of 
the All-Volunteer Force that grew 
directly out of the Vietnam War, 
arguably too few American’s today 
share the burden of war. A nation’s wars 
belong to every citizen, across generations, not 
just to the dead and wounded. 
 At an event in Minneapolis last fall, 
Ngan Doan, a Vietnamese-American 
woman who had worked for the U.S. 
military in Saigon, described how she 
was left behind in April 1975, captured 
by invaders from the north and interred 
in a communist re-education camp for 
two years, until she could escape and 
join the so-called Boat People on a 
harrowing voyage to freedom. I’m 
hoping Ngan’s story, along with other 
refugee stories, will appear in the Fall 
2014 issue. 

 Please submit your writing to Folk 
Opera for consideration in time for the 

special fortieth anniversary anthology 
next April. You’ll find details and a 
document upload portal at 
www.shipwrecktbooks.com. And you 
can learn more about the Making 
Meaning of Vietnam Project at 
www.makingmeaningofvietnam.com. 

* 

 Folk Opera aims to be not only a 

journal of our culture, but of our arts as 
well. We are proud to offer readers a 
veritable song-cycle of operatic voices 
in this issue. Don’t miss Emilio De 
Grazia’s skillful verse. Retired now 
from teaching at Winona State, he once 
operated a small bookstore in 
Lanesboro. And Hal Cropp. He’s 
known as an actor and director, but 
he’s also a playwright. Don’t be 
daunted by the footnotes, they are links 
to a rare bricolage, a form of literary 
mash-up weaving together Homer’s 
Odyssey with the poetry of Robert Frost 
and noted travel writer (and walker), 
Peter Jenkins. 
 Nicole Borg, from Wabasha, edits 
the Green Blade, an annual publication 
from the Rural American Arts Center 
located in Plainview, MN. James 
Scannell McCormick teaches writing 
at RCTC in Rochester.  
 We are fortunate to publish literary 
work from the North Shore, Des 
Moines, IA and Columbus, OH 
alongside literary talent from the Twin 
Cities. Speaking of the Cities, Ed Boc 
Lee, an associate professor at 
Metropolitan University, Minneapolis, 
is working on a public haiku project 
sponsored by the Lanesboro Arts 
Center known as the Poetry Parking 
Lot. Don’t ever forget, poets, 
storytellers, memoirists, essayists and 
reporters help determine whether a 
culture is mediocre or truly outstanding.      

file:///C:/Users/Shipwreckt%20Books%20TD/Google%20Drive/LL%20Folk%20Opera/LLFO%20v2n1/v2n1/Galley/www.shipwrecktbooks.com
http://www.makingmeaningofvietnam.com/
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Lost Lake Folk Opera 
We welcome submissions. 

Original short fiction, novel 
fragments, short plays, scenes, 

poetry, critical journalism, graphic 
arts, opinion & LTEs. 

 
 

Query first before undertaking long feature 
projects or attaching big image files to emails. 

 
 

Shipwreckt Books Publishing Company 
P.O. Box 20 

Lanesboro, MN 55949 
 

Use our convenient submission portal 
www.shipwrecktbooks.com/p/subm.html 
Or send an email attachment, 500kb limit 

contact@shipwrecktbooks.com 

http://www.shipwrecktbooks.com/p/subm.html
mailto:contact@shipwrecktbooks.com
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Shipwreckt Books Publishing Company 

Raising independent publishing to the same level as Indie Music and Film 

Our imprints: 
 

Rocket Science Press 

 * for authors of quality literary fiction 

Up On Big Rock Poetry Series 
 * giving voice to new and powerful bards 

Lost Lake Folk Art 
 * Everybody has a story to tell. Let us help you tell yours. 

 
& is about out of silence an emergent cacophony of image, of imagination 
& is about the poets who carry sounds one at a time like precious sparks 
to the hearth: words cupped in their blistering hands, their impatient 
breaths keeping alive light & heat & racket. 
 

& the sky turns dark greenish 
if it were a bottle filled 
 

with purpled wine & instead of 
horizon there is this space 
 

crammed if it is your mind 
with your thoughts if they are 
the stars 

 
Lanesboro 

 


